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Ngugi Wa Thiong'o 
African Literature in General 
ii 
INTRODUCTION 
Early in the 1960's much of Black America became deeply engrossed 
in a quest for self-knowledge which some people termed a "cultural 
revolution." As civil rights protest and black cultural awareness in¬ 
creased in the United States, and former European colonies continued to 
emerge as independent African nations, Afro-Americans joined scholars 
and intellectuals around the globe in turning to Africa with a fervent 
desire for first-hand knowledge about the continent's contribution to 
world civilization. 
The truth had finally been revealed to the world, and educated 
individuals less often viewed Africa through the distorted lens of 
European literature or stereotyped accounts left by explorers, traders 
and missionaries. Too often rich African cultures with complex 
socio-economic systems and intricate religious traditions had been de¬ 
scribed as exotic, barbaric, uncivilized societies with no history or 
cultures worth mentioning. 
Demonstrations and demands for honest and meaningful courses began 
in American colleges and universities throughout the nation, but by the 
late 60's high school students were as vocal in their demands for courses 
relevant to their own cultural heritage as were older students. 
New books were ordered for high school libraries, and black related 
courses were added to general curriculums >but problems resulting from 
years of racism and miseducation are not easily eradicated. One major 
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problem was, and still is the fact that few high school English liter¬ 
ature teachers are academically prepared to guide students successfully 
and/or to teach courses using the young but rapid growing body of liter¬ 
ary works produced by and about Africans of the past and the present. 
Very few American colleges offered courses in African literature until 
recently, and too many of our secondary school teachers had already com¬ 
pleted their formal training by the time this material was recognized as 
a rich and largely untapped vein of English literary and African cultural 
information. 
For students to reap the full benefits of this material the 
teacher needs to become acquainted with the African's view of 
himself and of his life and culture as portrayed in his own 
works. He needs to have an understanding of the themes operant 
within the particular culture if he is to help his students to 
derive from the printed page the authentic meaning of the words 
written thereon.1 
Only then will student and teacher alike be able to avoid the too common 
pitfall of approaching African novels with preconceived Western concepts 
and values, and even worse, with the gross distortions and misconceptions 
Europeans presented to the world when describing African cultures in the 
past. 
With the above thoughts in mind this paper is presented as a second¬ 
ary English teacher's resource guide to the African novel. It is hoped 
that a carefully prepared guide will enable teachers to help their students 
of all racial backgrounds—to develop a full appreciation for the broad 
spectrum of Black peoples and cultures whose literature is enriching the 
English language, and at the same time, to strengthen the self-concept 
iGenelle Morain, "Some Implications of French Folk Literature for 
the Secondary Language Curriculum" (Ph.D. dissertation, Ohio State Uni¬ 
versity, 1968), p. 87. 
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and pride of Afro-American students who are increasingly looking toward 
their motherland for part of their true cultural heritage. 
A review of relevant literature will reveal that very little has 
been published which addresses itself to this general problem facing 
our nation's secondary school literature students and teachers. 
One article written by Professor J. F. Povey, "How Do You Make 
a Course in African Literature?", appeared in Transition magazine almost 
ten years ago when, as he put it, "...American interest in Africa was 
increasingly manifest in academic circles...."^ 
Although Povey had a college course in mind, he made some very 
valid points which high school African literature teachers could benefit 
from as well. For example, he stressed the point that one's ultimate 
intention should be a concern for literature itself when materials are 
selected for study, not an exploration of sociology or history through 
literature. While it may be possible to extend one's sociological 
or historical background by reading certain novels, this cannot be the 
major concern for literature teachers. 
Another related souree geared more specifically to African liter¬ 
ature and the high school curriculum is a doctoral dissertation presented 
at Ohio State University in 1971, by Herman Franklin Bostic, "The Intro¬ 
duction of Afro-French Literature and Culture in the American Secondary 
School Curriculum: A Teacher's Guide." 
Dr. Bostic's study was the first organized effort designed to pro¬ 
vide French teachers with the information and guidelines necessary for 
2j. F. Povey, "How Do You Make a Course in African Literature?," 
Transition 4, No. 18 (1965), p. 39. 
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introducing Afro-French literature in the classroom on the high school 
level. He maintained that a study of this nature would serve the dual 
function of strengthening teacher awareness and skills, and helping 
Afro-American students of French to develop healthy self and group con¬ 
cepts of identity. 
Even though many black American students will study French during 
their high school years (in American schools), all students, both black 
and white, must study literature written in the English language and 
students are more likely to pick up an African novel written in English 
rather than French at local book stores or on their library shelves. 
Therefore a study such as this one is needed because the information it 
will provide can benefit many teachers and students. 
Like most of the discussions which attempt to encompass the broad 
spectrum of African literature, this study will concentrate on novels 
representing the three major cultural areas of the continent — West Africa, 
South Africa, and East Africa (North Africa is more relevant to Arabic- 
Islamic than to black African cultures). 
Since much of the West African literature has emerged from Nigeria, 
the novels of two Nigerians, Chinua Achebe and John Munonye, have been 
included. These authors were selected from the many Nigerian authors 
for different reasons. Achebe is probably the most well-known, respected 
and popular African novelist writing today, while IMunonye's name is very 
rarely mentioned in anthologies or periodicals, -and is relatively unknown. 
Both authors have published four novels, but Achebe's work, more contro¬ 
versially didactic in nature, has been given the limelight. 
5 
It is not my major purpose to relate one author's work to another, 
but I would like to make it clear that each of the five authors discussed 
have been selected because of the superior quality of their writing, avail¬ 
ability of their books, and the general interest level of their novels 
for high school students. Also quite important is the technical suita¬ 
bility or level of difficulty which characterize each author's writings. 
For example, Wole Soyinka has been hailed around the world for his brilliant 
novel, The Interpreters, yet Soyinka has not been included in this paper 
because his novel is much too technically difficult for the average high 
school student to comprehend or enjoy reading. 
The novels of Peter Abrahams, the most well known black South Afri¬ 
can author, have also been included in this guide. His work is not only 
well written, with a high interest level for younger students, but it also 
provides insight into one of Africa's gravest present-day problems-- 
apartheid. 
So that the vast body of literature produced in the former French 
colonies of West Africa would not be overlooked, the English translations 
of the works by the Cameroonian satirical novelist, Ferdinand Oyono, have 
also been included. Only two of his books have been translated into 
English but his particular style of writing and form of humor will not 
only shed light on French and Englihh colonial variations, but these 
translations of Oyono's novels might also encourage some students to read 
the author's work in the original. 
The fifth and final author who will be discussed in this paper is 
James Ngugi, the first East African writer to publish aonovel in English. 
His very successful novels focus on another of the many cultures whose 
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unique value systems blend to make Africa the richly diverse continent 
it is. Through his fiction Ngugi presents a point of view both inter¬ 
esting and enlightening. 
In all, seventeen books will be included. Each author's available 
novels will be included even though a few might not be recommended as 
reading material for secondary school students. This was done so teachers 
will be able to access fully the literary merits of each author and his 
work. Since each writer has grown and developed differently over the 
years, it should also prove interesting as well as educational to be able 
to chart thematic developments, stylistic variations, and priority changes 
only apparent from the full range of an author's work. 
Each chapter will begin with biographical information for a better 
understanding of the authors themselves, their cultures, and their writings. 
Then each novel will be analyzed individually, and suggestions will be 
given for successfully presenting it to students. For example, if cer¬ 
tain background information would enhance one's appreciation of a work, 
this is pointed out, and when necessary, information will be provided 
for locating this material. Special literary or stylistic techniques 
occurring in a novel will be mentioned along with their literary success 
or failure. In general, any information which helps to avoid pitfalls 
which might prevent the full appreciation of a particular novel will be 
provided. 
In the appendix a complete bibliography of writings by each author 
will be listed, as well as a selected bibliography for the study of each 
author's work — critical, historical and literary sources. I have also 
included a selected bibliography of books and articles which would be 
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most helpful for studying the entire field of African literature, 
including the authors and novels discussed earlier in the paper. Com¬ 
bined with the individual author bibliographies, this final list includes 
all works of substantial merit consulted for this thesis. 
With all of this information it is my wish that many more American 
students and teachers will benefit from the knowledge and enjoyment an 
educated study of this literature will uddoubtedly bring. 
CHAPTER I 
PETER (HENRI) ABRAHAMS 
In 1946 Peter Abrahams published Mine Bov in London, England. 
In doing so, he became the first non-white South African to publish 
a novel in English in sixteen years.1 The book was highly praised in 
literary circles throughout the Western world and in a very short time 
the success the book received made Abrahams an inspiration for aspiring 
black Anglophonic writers from other areas of the African continent. 
His respect and renown as a novelist have increased over the years as 
he has continued to publish works in both London and New York. 
For a personal account of his early life and later literary develop¬ 
ment one can read two of Abrahams' bibliographic works—Tell Freedom and 
Return to Goli. They were written after two successful novels and his 
return to South Africa to write a series of articles on his impressions 
of the racial situation for the London Observer. 
Peter Abrahams was born in poverty in Johannesburg, South Africa, 
on March 19, 1919. His family lived in Vrededorp, the largest Coloured 
and Asian slum in the city. At a very tender age he understood the 
lln 1930, Solomon T. Plaatje, the black South African journalist, 
political leader, and linguist, published a novel called Mhudi: An Epic 
of South African Life a Hundred Years Ago (Lovedale, South Africa: 




humiliation and degradation South Africa's apartheid forced its native 
and Coloured citizens to accept as if this cruel caste system were or¬ 
dained by nature. A few years later, his concept of apartheid broadened 
and he understood that political and civil rights and freedom of speech 
did not exist for non-whites in this "white-is-right" world. Consequently, 
as he explains in Tell Freedom, he had to leave South Africa to be able 
to write and to find in his life some meaning which "transcended race 
and colour." 
In 1939, he became a stoker on a freighter and left South Africa 
and apartheid far behind. This self-imposed exile was not a complete one. 
Mentally he returned again and again to his homeland for the subject and 
settings of most of his fictional and non-fictional works. 
In 1959, after living in France and England, he and his family made 
their home in Jamaica. He presently works for the Jamaican Broadcasting 
Commission, and is a staff writer for Holiday Magazine. 
A critical study of Abrahams' writing was published in 1972, by 
the English professor and critic Michael Wade. Wade considers the story 
of Abrahams' ideological development "fascinating if only because it is 
in a way so common, it is the story of Western literature from the thirties 
to the present day. Like Auden, Spencer, and Day Lewis, Abrahams began 
as a Marxist . . . directly involved in political activity. . . . 
This Marxist political ideology is very evident in Mine Bov. Abrahams' 
first successful novel. 
2Michael Wade, Peter Abrahams (Ibadan, Nigeria: Evans Brothers 
Limited, 1972), p. 5. 
10 
Mine Boy 
Mine Boy was one of the first books that drew attention to the 
condition of black South Africans who were forced to leave their homes 
in the rural areas of the country to make a meager living in the large 
industrial cities. 
One of the strongest features of the novel is its realistic charac¬ 
terizations. The main character is Xuma, an innocent young man who leaves 
his country home to find work in Johannesburg's gold mines. 
In the opening scene we find Xuma, lost, tired, and hungry, wander¬ 
ing through the dark streets of Malay Camp (an old slum area of Johannesburg 
once populated by Africans, Coloureds, and Indians). He suddenly sees 
Leah, a tall stately woman with smooth yellow skin, standing at her gate. 
She agrees to give him food and shelter and leads him into her special 
world of Malay Camp. It is through Leah and the other characters that 
Xuma meets in the big city that the reader perceives this country boy as 
he grows into manhood. 
A few moments after Xuma enters her home he realizes that Leah is 
no ordinary woman. She is the dominant and most respected member of the 
group of people who patronize or live and work in her illegal liquor busi¬ 
ness. Leah confuses Xuma for he cannot understand how she can be so 
motherly, sensual, hard, soft, and wise at the same time. She senses his 
perplexity and tries to explain for the first of many times the necessity 
of being hard if one is to survive in the city. Though he claims to under¬ 
stand, Leah knows that he does not. 
Daddy is another member of Leah's "family" whom Xuma cannot under¬ 
stand. To Xuma he is nothing more than a dirty, drunken old man who loves 
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nothing better than watching a good fight or drinking Leah's illegal 
beer. It takes time for Xuma to see Daddy as Leah obviously does --as 
a strong, loving, educated black man, broken by South Africa's apartheid 
system which had no place for such a person. 
Eliza is Leah's adopted daughter and a school teacher. Very much 
like Daddy, she needs an escape from apartheid, for she is now too intel¬ 
ligent to merely accept the world of ignorance, poverty and filth forced 
upon black South Africans. She wants a nice home with books, fine clothes, 
and electric lights. Although Eliza falls in love with Xuma, she runs 
away from him for she knows he can never understand her needs. While Xuma 
is willing to love Eliza and if necessary adjust to the inequities in their 
world, Eliza cannot do this. 
Maisy also loves Xuma. Her characterization represents AbrahamlU 
concept of the solid working class. Her hands may not be soft like Eliza's 
or "like white women's" but her soul is pure and she offers Xuma her love 
without reservations. 
When Xuma has his first glimpse of Johannesburg on a Saturday night, 
urban students in America will be surprised to recognize several simi¬ 
larities between their own world and this new world of black South Afri¬ 
cans. Even 1974 "Superfly-type" characters can be found prancing up and 
down Johannesburg streets dressed in "violet purple suits with wide bot¬ 
tomed trousers and long jackets that reached down to their knees, straw 
3 
hats, red shirts, and black ties." 
3Peter Abrahams, Mine Bov (London: Crisp, 1946; reprint ed., New York: 
MacMillan, 1970), p. 23. 
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Before Xuma can adjust to typical Saturday night brawls and 
wild-dressed "swankies," he comes face to face with another reality of 
Johannesburg city life—police brutality. He quickly learns that his 
skin color determines his guilt or innocence, not his deeds. He instinc¬ 
tively knocks down a policeman who unjustly strikes him, and in doing so 
wins the respect of Leah and her friends. Slowly he begins to understand 
the value system of the city. 
Abrahams' own value system is evident early in the plot because he 
continued the pattern he established in his earlier characterization of 
Leah and Daddy by forcing the reader to look beyond surface appearances. 
While he generally describes this city and its white inhabitants as racist, 
corrupt, and dehumanizing, he also includes some white characters like 
Di and Paddy, the big Irishman nicknamed Red (Xume's boss in the mines), 
who are quite a contrast to this description. Together they befriend 
Xuma and attempt to teach him their beliefs in the equality of all men. 
Di is very similar to Leah in her perceptiveness; she completely under¬ 
stands Eliza and her very human needs. 
The first day in the mines, where Xuma soon becomes "head boy" of 
a black work-gang, he is frightened by what he senses but cannot fully 
understand: 
It was the strangeness of it all that terrified him. And the 
look in the eyes of the men who worked with him. He had seen 
that look before when he was at home on the farms. . . . The eyes 
of these men were like the eyes of the sheep that did not know 
where to run when the dog barked.^ 
The harsh realization that when all the depressing mine work is completed 
these black workers will have nothing to show for their labor frightens 
4lbid., p. 49. 
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Xuma most of all. 
The mine scenes and the scenes in which Xuma talks to Di and Paddy 
are the instances where Abrahams' Marxists leanings are most apparent. 
Each teacher will have to decide how much of the communist ideological 
premises he wishes to discuss with his students while keeping in mind that 
it is not necessary to use labels to appreciate an author's themes or cha¬ 
racterization. 
By the end of the novel, Xuma has suffered and grown much. He becomes 
Abrahams' voice when he begins to dream of a colorless world where people 
can just be people, working side by side, singing and laughing together. 
The novel ends when both Paddy and Xuma realize that not until they 
stand up for what they believe in, can they help create Xuma's dream world. 
Together they begin a strike at the mines after two good men—one black 
and one white—lose their lives due to negligence. 
This last note is an optimistic one because in 1946, Abrahams was 
still convinced that South Africa would eventually change its racist 
policies and treat all of her citizens fairly. An excellent follow-up 
lesson after the reading of the novel would be a discussion of Mine Bov's 
resolution and optimism in light of the recent historical developments of 
apartheid in South Africa. Perhaps there is evidence in the novel for 
a completely different final note. 
Since characterization in Mine Bov is such a strong point, it would 
probably lead to an exciting lesson involving comparison studies of 
Abrahams' characters with other fictional characters or real people that 
students may know. (Perhaps Daddy is typical of the usual "wino" found 
in many urban neighborhoods.) 
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The book itself might be studied as typical or atypical of other 
novels or plays studied by students which have this familiar Bildungsroman 
plot, (German tern for plot of innocence with a boy growing through experi¬ 
ence into manhood such as Shakespeare's Hamlet or Richard Wright's Black 
Bov.or Claude Brown's Manchild in the Promise Land.) 
This novel offers many directions which a creative teacher may wish 
to follow. Theme, plot, and characterization are merely a few of the more 
obvious. 
Wild Conquest 
By 1950, Abrahams' ideological development had evolved from the 
politics of communism to concerns for the sanctity of the individual, 
preservation of personal freedoms, and nationalism. 
Attempting to evaluate objectively his South African experience, 
he wrote Wild Conquest. It is a historical novel based on the "Great 
Trek," which brought about the decisive shift of power from Africans to 
Europeans in the 1830's, and thereby became the central event in modern 
South African history. 
The story is about Boer aggression and African resistance, war and 
death, love and hate; but most important, it is about individual people 
who experience all of this. 
Abrahams is not a historian, and although he obviously researched 
his topic, there were several errors in the documentation available to 
him when he wrote the book. It will be helpful to review more recent 
documentation of this period in order to judge the level of historical 
accuracy Abrahams was able to attain. 
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The book is divided into three sections—"Bible and Rifle," "Bayete," 
and "New Day." The first, named for the twin sources of European power, 
focuses on the Jansens, a Boer family with twenty African slaves who live 
on a large plantation at the Cape. 
As the story begins, Koos Jansen is riding home with the tragic 
news of the government's decision to free all slaves in their protectorate, 
and the resultant decision of over 10,000 Boers to trek northward, rather 
than submit to British dictates. 
Koos, a cruel young man who enjoys killing black people, is unable 
to relax for a second until he reaches the sanctity of his plantation, 
which very ironically is protected by their armed slaves who are unaware 
that they had been freed a year earlier by a government decree. 
Old Johannes, the only slave on the farm not born in slavery, is 
the main source of leadership, wisdom, and patience for his people. 
His plan is to wait until the Jansens leave so his people will be able to 
work the plantation and for the first time receive the rewards themselves 
for their hard work. 
Kasper Jansen senses old Johannes' dream, and because he cannot 
imagine that a black man may have the same needs a white man has, he feels 
Johannes has betrayed him. He begins to hate this black man who will 
soon become master of "his" land and "his" home. 
Anna Jansen is representative of the humanism rarely seen in her 
people. She is an innocent Boer who does not understand the necessity of 
leaving her home or of fearing the slaves who have protected their plan¬ 
tation and have often saved their lives. She senses a hardness building 
in her husband as he becomes more and more like his brother Koos, but she 
is powerless to stop it. 
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After killing old Johannes' son and setting their house on fire 
to keep their former slaves from living in it, the Jansen family begins 
a several weeks journey to join a large wagon train of other Boers head¬ 
ing north toward the land of the Matabele (presently Rhodesia) to make 
their new home. 
When they catch up with the wagon train we are introduced to several 
new characters and Abrahams was able to develop cogently his theme of 
individual differences. 
Some of the Boers are like Koos Jansen and appear to be aggressors 
by nature. Abrahams shows in this section his belief that people cannot 
control evil or hatred once it becomes part of their life. Koos Jansen 
is cruel to black people but he is also cruel to the innocent young girl 
on the wagon train whom he rapes and attempts to blackmail. Everything 
he touches he destroys in some way. 
Other Boers are like Paul Van As, the young white male counterpart 
to Anna Jansen. Also basically humanistic, he kills because he believes 
it is a necessity, but unlike many of the others, he suffers internally 
each time. When the wagon train finally arrives in Matabele territory, 
Paul Van As is the only Boer who learns the Matabele language. Then his 
potential for oral communication parallels his psychological capacity to 
look at black men as ordinary human beings with individual strong points 
and frailties. 
The high standard Abrahams set with Mine Bov's characterization 
is maintained in Part One of Wild Conquest, but the second part, which 
he named the royal Zulu Salutation "Bayate," has many flaws of characteri¬ 
zation. Bayate focuses on the Matabele, the mightiest warriors of the 
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Zulu nation. Abrahams' purpose was to counteract the usual European 
pattern of omitting the African's side when writing about the Boer's 
"Great Trek," but his good intentions did not succeed. The language 
for Matabele characters is child-like and stilted, and prevents readers 
from relating to the Matabele as real people. If Abrahams' intent was 
to demonstrate that the speaker was not using English, then one must ask 
why Boer characters do not follow this same pattern, for they are not 
speaking English either. 
Language is only one feature which lessens character credibility 
in Part Two. Inconsistencies such as the portrayal of Mzilikazi, King 
of the Matabeles, also lessen it. He is called "Lord of the Elephant" 
for he and his well-trained army have built a vast empire of villages 
who pay tribute for the privilege of Matabele protection. Although he 
and his soldiers are feared and respected throughout the nation, when 
the reader first meets Mzilikazi he appears to be a tired old man, 
unable to make major decisions without advice from his army commander 
and chief, Gubuza. His empire is threatened by his tyrannical son, 
a blood-thirsty witch doctor, and several officers in his army. 
Gubuza, on the other hand, appears to be everything the king should 
be, yet his characterization is also unconvincing, for he is too western¬ 
ized and more a philosopher than a soldier. He is supposed to be 
a Matabele leader yet his personal value-system reflects none of the tra¬ 
ditional culture. Abrahams made Gubuza the Matabela version of Paul Van 
As. Like Van As, Gubuza's "strange" beliefs cause dissension among his 
people, and also like Van As, he prefers peace and understanding to war, 
but fights because he believes he must if his people are to survive. 
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Dabule, adopted son of Gubuza and Captain of all of the king's 
armies, is a much more credible character. On the battlefield he reacts 
like a fearless and totally dependable warrior, but only he knows the 
fear he overcomes before each war. He follows Gubuza's untraditional 
decision to take only one wife, but is unconvinced that his decision 
is correct. Abrahams used a type of stream-of-consciousness technique 
to reveal Dabula's inner conflict. The technique is similar to that 
frequently used by Faulkner and is very effective because the human mind 
rarely elicits thought processes in the highly selective, subject related 
manner necessary for dialogue. The mind's thought patterns follow a chrono¬ 
logical time sequence where past experiences, present realities, and future 
dreams may flow all together, without any problems for the individual 
thinker. 
The following is typical of one of Dabula's reveries: 
Are there really other lands across the waters? . . . 
Would another woman be as warm as Ntombi? Would it feel 
the same. . . . And they /wMte people/have hair that is 
straight the old man said. And if I had my own father 
would I feel the same about him. . . . How do they live 
across the waters? . . . ^ 
This same technique was employed by Abrahams in his characterization of 
Anna Jansen, his other most convincing character. 
In his portrayal of Moshesh, we find another curious blending of 
Western and traditional African traits. This old man is a likable, but 
quite contrived character--a tribal witchdoctor who frequently speaks 
in the manner of a liberal humanist with an extensive background in 
5Peter Abrahams, Wild Conquest (New York: Harper, 1950; reprint 
edition, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1971), p. 182. 
19 
psychology, sociology and philosophy. Abrahams chose Moshesh for his 
own spokesman, and in doing so, weakened the character's credibility 
as a native witchdoctor. 
Abrahams may have tried very hard to make all of his tribal charac¬ 
ters realistic but his lack of unbiased information caused him to fail. 
Perhaps he would have been more successful if he had not borrowed so 
extensively his view of Matabele life from Solomon T. Plaatje's earlier 
novel Mhudi.^ 
The powerful artificial barriers of South African apartheid pre¬ 
vented Abrahams from experiencing "true African native life." For his 
view of this world he was forced to seek secondary experiences, while 
other successful African authors may not have had this handicap. 
Unfortunately, the sustained picture of the people Abrahams chose 
to do justice by in this book is "a blood-thirsty, irresponsible people 
given to singing, dancing, and drink, ruled over by an aging king and 
squabbling, intriguing generals, unaware of anything beyond their own 
immediate reality, at the mercy of witchdoctors with political ambitions 
and hypnotic powers, and in every way as bad as, if and when not worse, 
than the Boers. 
Even with its sometimes sketchy characterization and colonial 
distortions,8 Wild Conquest is an exciting novel with an important 
^The opening scene of "Bayate," where the tribal characters are 
introduced, was taken almost verbatum from Mhudi: An Epic of South 
African Life a Hundred Years Ago (Lovedale, South Africa: Lovedale Press, 
1930), pp. 4-7. 
7Wade. Ibid., p. 91. 
8See Keorapetse Kgositsile's introduction in the 1971, Anchor Books 
edition (p. 11) of Wild Conquest for a discussion of these historical 
errors. 
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message—all men are brothers who bring about their own downfall (physi¬ 
cally like the Matabele or spiritually like the Boers) when violence and 
hate become, the dominant solutions to their problems. 
A Wreath for Udomo 
After he published Wild Conquest, six years passed before Abrahams 
wrote another novel. During these years he concentrated on autobiographi¬ 
cal works—Tell Freedom and Return to Goli—and his budding artistic abil¬ 
ity blossomed to its fullest. Since both of these works were based on 
personal experiences in his homeland, Abrahams was able to produce a fresh 
natural realism unattained in his earlier fiction. Apparently Abrahams' 
rich creative vein had not run its course when he again returned to the 
novel, for A Wreath for Udomo maintains the same high literary standards 
and has often been called the author's best achievement in novel to date. 
The plot is concerned with a group of African students and intel¬ 
lectuals involved in a struggle to free their countries (the imaginary 
Panafrica drawn from Abrahams experience in Ghana, and Pluralia, a bor¬ 
dering country, but symbolic of Kenya) and the rest of the continent from 
colonial rule. 
Abrahams dealt with many of the same themes in Udomo that he pre¬ 
sented in Wild Conquest, but his technique and character presentation 
is much more advanced in the later book. 
Michael Udomo is the central figure in the plot, which traces his 
development from a student agitator in London to first Prime Minister 
of independent Panafrica. The book caused quite a stir in the Gold 
Coast (now Ghana) when it appeared in 1956, just a few months before 
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Independence, for very few people educated in African politics could 
miss the similarities in Udomo's and Kwame Nkruma's careers. 
When we first meet Udomo we see an extremely committed and reaction¬ 
ary young man, naively worshipping Tom Lanwood who preaches a Marxist 
brand of African revolutionary theory. Lois Barlow, a middle aged Hamp¬ 
stead school teacher who later becomes Udomo's mistress introduces him to 
the young men who later become his political comrades, and to Lanwood, 
the political writer who had been Udomo's personal inspiration for over 
ten years. 
Mhendi, the Pluralian revolutionary leader and friend whom Udomo is 
eventually forced to betray, is the character most similar to, but still 
very different from Udomo. He alone is capable of understanding the 
great sacrifices the committed leader is often forced to make for the 
long term benefit of his people. He differs from Udomo in his ability 
to love on a personal level, while Udomo, directed by his intense love 
for his country and people, is an utter failure on a personal level. 
Paul Mabi, the completely Westernized artist who returns to Pan- 
africa at Udomo's request to become Minister of Education, is the vehicle 
through which readers become aware of Abrahams' major theme—the conflict 
between a traditional tribal view of live, and a modern Westernized view. 
Abrahams' liberalism has grown and at this stage of his develop¬ 
ment we find him more deeply committed to the idea of the human being 
as an individual—a concept in his opinion totally alien to tribal soci¬ 
eties. 
Again we find Abrahams' work reflecting his unnatural apartheid 
background. Since he had no personal experiences with African tribal 
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life, he again was forced to use secondary sources for his background. 
Apparently these sources were of the extremely biased Western type which 
can only see the negative in tribal life. Other celebrated African 
writers, such as Chinua Achebe, have committed themselves to the task of 
reeducating the world to the true nature of traditional African society 
(including good as well as bad points); Abrahams merely joined the band¬ 
wagon of Western authors who negated almost everything in traditional 
African society. Good teachers must be aware of possible biases such 
as this if they are to enlighten their students about ethnocentristic 
one-sided views of foreign cultures. 
While Abrahams never even hints at racism as Udomo mingles freely 
with his white associates and British girl friend in London, a link be¬ 
tween tribalism in Panafrica and racism is strongly suggested as Selina 
and Adehoy (at first Udomo's strongest supporter) institute the "non¬ 
fraternization rule." This policy prevents the newly-elected black 
government officials from mingling socially with whites. Selina, the 
wealthy market woman who puts her finances and influences behind Udomo 
when the revolution first begins went one step further earlier in the 
novel when she made her support of Udomo conditional on his not marrying 
a white woman. Why Abrahams chose to present this lop-sided view of 
European-African racism is left unexplained, unless one sees it as possible 
propaganda for Abrahams' total condemnation of African tribal culture. 
The conflict increases as Prime Minister Udomo begins a race against 
time to modernize and industrialize his country in the wake of conserva¬ 
tive traditionalists who refuse to relinquish old tribal customs. To in¬ 
sure continued technological assistance from Pluralian imperialists, Udomo 
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suffers as he betrays his friend, Mhendi. This is the first step toward 
his downfall. The second is his admission of the following to Selina 
and Adebhoy: 
. . . our country has three enemies. First, there is the white 
man. Then there is poverty, and then there is the past, the worst 
enemy we have. I've paid lip service to the ritual of ju-ju and 
blood ceremonies and worshipping at the shrines of our ancestors. 
Now I don't have to anymore. There are enough liberated young 
people now for me to defy all that is ugly and evil in our past. 
We can defeat it now. And you, Selina, and you Ade, whom I once 
loved as a brother: You are the past. I'm going to defeat you! 
It is you who stand in the way of African greatness.^ 
Before the night ends, Udomo hears the drums beating his death 
knell—"Udomo traitor Udomo die." His brutal murder comes quickly, and 
the reader is left wondering if Udomo or his countrymen suffer the greatest 
loss. 
There are many reasons to include this novel in a secondary curri¬ 
culum. The quality of the writing is high, the themes are important and 
relevant to all ages, the story is exciting, and the diverse characteri¬ 
zation offers food for several analytical discussions. There is also 
the opportunity it provides for reviewing recent political developments 
in Africa which quite often closely resembled "Panafrica's" development 
from a white controlled colony to an independent nation with strong black 
leadership. 
A Night of Their Own 
Almost ten years after Udomo was published, Abrahams wrote his 
second political novel prompted by real events. This time the setting 
9Peter Abrahams, A Wreath For Udomo (London: Faber, 1956; reprint 
ed., London: Faber, 1965), pp. 301-302. 
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is not imaginary; it is today's South Africa where all the main branches 
of the nation's liberation movement were destroyed between July 1963 and 
July 1964. 
The story is suspenseful and exciting. It is based on the under¬ 
ground movement and begins as Richard Dube, a South African artist who 
has lived in Paris and London for the past ten years, climbs out of an 
unidentified submarine and paddles to shore in a plastic dinghy. We soon 
learn that he is working for the underground and has the sole mission of 
delivering a large sum of money to the right people; and then secretly 
leaving the country before his presence is detected. 
Shortly after Dube, using the underground's usual pseudonym Richard 
Nkosi, makes his contact, the secret police are aware of his presence. 
The rest of the plot involves an intense manhunt to capture this present 
Richard Nkosi who quickly becomes symbolic of the endurance of the people's 
liberation struggle, because he cannot (in the Nkosi myth) be captured. 
The action progresses as various people become entangled in Nkosi's flight. 
The entire novel shows that Abrahams had not changed his liberal 
humanist creed in ten years. The themes of this novel are the same as 
those in Wild Conquest. Mine Bov, and A Wreath for Udomo—the importance 
of individual thinking and action, the supremacy of a world without racial 
or class prejudice, and the belief that separate oppressed groups make 
a stronger fight against injustice when united. 
One good point of the novel is that it brings out one problem of 
South Africa's apartheid system unknown to many people—a minority group 
of Indians living in the country are also separated and victimized by 
this cruel system. To make matters worse, the government plots to turn 
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the Africans against the Indians and looks the other way if violence 
erupts between the two groups. 
Most of the characters who help Nkosi elude the police hunt are 
Indians working for the black liberation movement, even though some of 
them have lost relatives in earlier Zulu-Indian race riots. Two such 
characters are Dr. Dawood Nunkhoo and his crippled sister Dee, wealthy 
Hindus who hide Nkosi in their home the first night he arrives. 
After some initial conflicts Dee and Nkosi fall in love. Abrahams 
imparts a strange power to love, for it softens the harsh lines in Dee's 
face and changes Nkosi from an extremely passive "revolutionary" to 
a deeply committed activist. 
Another major character whose conflict-ridden life helps convey Abrahams' 
themes is Karl Van As. This brilliant young man is deputy head of Natal 
Bureau of International Security, and it is his job to capture Richard 
Nkosi. Karl Van ê<9 fits the same mold Paul Van As did in Wild Conquest 
for he is basically a decent man who becomes a pawn in a system (apartheid) 
whose basic principles he abhors. 
Since his college days Karl has been in love with Mildred Scott, 
a beautiful Coloured woman who has become headmistress of the Coloured 
Girls' School. He was not strong enough to oppose the system and marry 
her then, and now he is not strong enough to stay away from her secluded 
home when he is distressed and needs comfort. 
Van As' job is complicated by his having met, respected, and liked 
Richard Dube several years earlier in London. He does not want to cap¬ 
ture Dube but feels obligated to do so. Again Abrahams makes his point 
that a person becomes morally lost when he lets the group (rather than 
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his own conscience) dictate his actions. 
Abrahams' minor characters fit the stereotyped image of apartheid's 
many victims. Westhuizen is a bitter man who joined the movement when 
the law suddenly declared him Coloured, even though he had been considered 
white all his life; while Dicky Naicker, the young Indian servant in the 
Nunkhoo household is possessed by racial prejudice and sexual jealousies 
supposedly typical of the uneducated non-native masses. 
Although the story is politically unrealistic and the themes re¬ 
peated from his earlier work, readers will enjoy its suspense and probably 
be enlightened by this deeper look at apartheid from the Indian point of 
view. Added to this will be an understanding of the importance of sym¬ 
bols in life in general and in revolutions in particular. Consequently, 
teachers will have ample reason for including A Night of Their Own on 
their suggested book list for student reading material. 
CHAPTER II 
CHINUA ACHEBE 
Of all novelists writing in Africa today, Chinua Achebe is by 
far the most prominent; more books, articles, critical commentaries 
and reviews have focused on him and his work than on many other African 
authors combined. 
He was born in 1930, a member of the Ibo (Igbo) tribe, in the large 
village of Ogidi in Eastern Nigeria. He grew up in a Christian family 
since his grandfather had been one of the first in their region to accept 
Christianity, and his father had later become a Christian missionary. 
He began his formal education at age six and went on to a leading 
government Secondary school in Umuahia. With a scholarship he studied 
medicine at University College of Ibadan for a year, then changed his 
major to literature, and received his B.A. in 1953. 
He taught for several months and then turned to broadcasting. In 
1961, he became Director of the External Broadcasting Company in Lagos, 
and by 1966 was ready to devote his full time to writing. 
An accident of birth made Achebe a product of three eras—the pre¬ 
dominantly colonized society of his youth, the newly independent state 
(1960) of his maturity, and the post civil war era Nigeria is presently 
experiencing. His novels, short stories, and non-fiction reflect this 
span of history but even more important, his novels have been designed 
to reeducate and regenerate his society by starting in the past and 
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working to the present. This is also because Achebe is a writer commit¬ 
ted to the belief that all African writers have a duty to work for the 
education of their society. He accepts this duty himself and has explained 
his position many times in terms such as the following: 
I would be quite satisfied if my novels (especially the ones 
set in the past) did no more than teach my readers that their 
past—with all its imperfections—was not one long night of sav¬ 
agery from which the first Europeans acting on God's behalf 
delivered them. Perhaps what I write is applied art as dis¬ 
tinct from pure. But who cares? Art is important but so is 
education of the kind I have in mind. And I don't see that the 
two need be mutually exclusive.^ 
Reeducation as well as education was necessary in Achebe's esti¬ 
mation for true African cultures had been overlooked or distorted for 
many years by colonists, missionaries, and slave traders who had special 
interests in destroying the fabric of African tradition. The Africans 
themselves and the rest of the world were taught to reject the "barbaric" 
ways of the black man. 
In 1958, he published Things Fall Apart, his first novel. Four 
years later it was reissued in paperback and became the first book in 
Heinemann Educational Books' African Writers Series. A tremendous suc¬ 
cess, the novel sold over 300,000 copies in seven years, and brought its 
author to Heinemann's as the Educational Advisor of the new series. 
A sequel, No Longer at Ease (originally conceived as one novel in 
combination with the first) was published two years later and followed 
the success of Things Fall Apart by winning the Nigerian National Trophy. 
IChinua Achebe, "The Novelist as Teacher," African Writers on 
African Writing, G.D. Killam, ed. (London: Heinemann, 1973), p. 4. 
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Four years later, Arrow of God, his third novel became the first reci¬ 
pient of the New Statesman Jock Campbell award. In 1966, A Man of the 
People, his last novel to date was released, reflecting his increased 
interest in post colonial politics. 
Together with the late Nigerian poet, Christopher Okigbo, Achebe 
established in 1967, a publishing company to specialize in African chil¬ 
dren's literature and to feature outstanding African authors, but the 
death of Okigbo and the Nigerian civil war ended the project. Achebe 
then became what he called "a protest writer," actively involved in the 
Biafran cause. 
In 1969, with two fellow Biafran writers, Gabrial Okara and Cyprian 
Ekwensi, Achebe toured the United States, speaking at university and col¬ 
lege campuses. Shortly after the war ended he was appointed Research 
Fellow in the Institute of African Studies at the University of Nigeria 
in Nsukka, and has concentrated on collecting his essays and publishing 
poetry and short stories. 
In the summer of 1974, Achebe appeared in Atlanta, Georgia at the 
premier showing of the film based on his first two novels--Things Fall 
Apart and No Longer At Ease. 
Things Fall Apart 
Although the 1952 publication date of Amos Tutuola's novel, 
The Palm-wine Drinkard, is generally cited as the starting point of con¬ 
temporary African-English Literature, "Achebe's Things Fall Apart, which 
appeared in 1958, was the first West African novel in English which could 
be applauded without reserve.Praise came from critics outside the 
2Gerald Moore, Seven African Writers (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1962), p. 58. 
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continent because of the book's high literary achievement, but further 
praise came from Africans,for Achebe had begun his "reeducation process" 
by presenting to the world a balanced view of traditional African life 
capable of giving Africans a new sense of price for a heritage they had 
been taught to look upon with shame. 
The title, Things Fall Apart, was derived from W.B. Yeat's poem 
"The Second Coming." The setting is an Ibo village in Eastern Nigeria 
and the plot revolves around a double tragedy—the destruction of "a strong 
man" named Okonkwo and the destruction of his people's way of life. 
Achebe's characterization is excellent throughout the novel, but 
Okonkwo leaves a lasting impression on readers for he is so very repre¬ 
sentative of the entire Ibo society of the late 1800's and at the same 
time, he is such a remarkable individual. He is proud, middle aged, and 
a respected man in his village of Umofia when the story begins. As a 
young man he had established this position in society by becoming a cham¬ 
pion wrestler and by keeping his barn full of yams through much hard work. 
Okonkwo maintained these high standards for himself because his greatest 
fear was being weak, as he believed his father to have been. He makes 
himself so strong that he is unable to bend as Achebe believes all indi¬ 
viduals must with the inevitable progression of time and life. Like those 
who cannot bend, Okonkwo is broken when the missionaries finally invade 
Umuofia, quickly followed by their government and its army. 
Even though Achebe designed his novels to teach, he never inter¬ 
rupts his plots to î'instructî' readers. His lessons are taught by impli¬ 
cation rather than explication, and result in an extremely effective 
communication where the reader finds himself identifying with the actions 
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and reactions of the characters and discovering the nature of things 
as the characters discover them. When, for example, Okontewo's son 
Nwoye cannot reconcile himself to certain tribal customs and eventually 
leaves the tribe to join the mission church, the author is suggesting 
that some aspects of tribal life were not as positive as others. This 
partially explains why the Christians were able to work their way into 
the roots of Ibo society. 
More than any other African novel, students will find that Things 
Fall Apart is an excellent introduction to one traditional African way 
of life, for Achebe was able to include several anthropological features 
of Ibo life when he provided the background for his story. These glimpses 
of Ibo politics, judicial patterns, wedding, funeral, and child-naming 
ceremonies and religious rituals are even more impressive because they 
are dramatized as features of human life revealed through imaginative 
art rather than dull textbook jargon. 
Another strong point of the book is its excellent use of language 
in dialogue, monologue, and expository passages. Achebe's job was quite 
difficult because he chose to write in "a world of language" which often 
did not encompass specific Ibo situations or modes of thought. He had 
to use his creative imagination to enrich and extend ordinary English 
usage so his readers could recognize an Ibo value system at work. This 
was done quite well. 
One technique Achebe employed was the Ibo tradition of reflecting 
tribal values in appropriate proverbs. In the first few pages of the 
book a respected member of the clan explains that "Among the Ibo the 
art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the 
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palm-oil with which words are eaten." 
From this point to the end of the story the reader is frequently 
made aware of communal values of morality. The proverbs are tightly 
woven in the action and are used by characters as well as the author 
himself when he comments on the action. 
The most important feature of the book, aside from characterization, 
anthropological dramatization and language, is its rich thematic structure. 
The destruction of the tribal world in the wake of colonization is an 
overall message, but the fact that traditional societies had rich cul¬ 
tural patterns before the coming of the white man is as clearly implied 
as Achebe wanted it to be. Since Achebe is essentially a moralist him¬ 
self, concerned with individual considerations of right and wrong, he 
does not look at the old way of life "through rose colored glasses," 
and negative aspects are as objectively revealed as positive ones. Even 
though the District Commissioner at the end of the story is too insensi¬ 
tive to understand the great significance of Okonkwo's suicide and the 
deep suffering of Obierika, this is not the only image of whites pre¬ 
sented in the book. Mr. Brown, the white missionary, also leaves 
a lasting impression for he "trod softly on the clan's faith," gained 
their respect as he reasoned with the elders, compromised whenever pos¬ 
sible, and did his best to benefit African society. 
Although a product of mission schools, Achebe maintained this 
objectivity and refused to overlook the harm this new religion also brought 
^Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart. (New York: Astor-House, Inc., 
1959), p. 7. 
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to his people. By doing so, he won the respect of almost all of his 
critics. His first novel is not only exciting, colorful, and thought 
provoking, it is also very honest. 
No Longer At Ease 
This second novel is set in modern Nigeria, in the days just prior 
to independence (1960). Obi Okonkwo, grandson of Okonkwo of Things Fall 
Apart, is the hero of the story. The colonial changes which began to 
effect the basic structure of traditional Ibo society in the first book 
have their full implications revealed in No Longer At Ease. 
The novel begins with Obi's trial. He is publically humiliated 
because he has been caught accepting bribes through his post in the civil 
service. After looking closely at Obi's situation, the reader can under¬ 
stand the duplicity of his tragedy. Obi's pain is more poignant because 
this idealistic young man fails to live up to the high standards he sets 
for himself, and at the same time, fails to understand and live up to 
the standards set by the society he claims to love. Following the pat¬ 
tern of a staunch Western individualist, Obi's tragedy is a personal 
one. In contrast, Okonkwo, the grandfather Obi resembles so much in 
personality, suffered a tragedy which symbolized the greater tragic 
breakdown of traditional Igbo society. 
The book takes the form of a long flashback whereby the complex 
events which led to Obi's demise are dramatized. The main action begins 
with Obi's return from England. He has been able to study abroad and 
earn his degree because the men and women from his village who are mem¬ 
bers of the Umuofia Progressive Union have made many sacrifices to pro¬ 
vide a scholarship for him. Now Obi is expected to pay back the eight 
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hundred pounds advanced to him, and at the same time maintain the 
appropriate image for a successful "Been-to"^ that will make his vil¬ 
lage proud of him. This latter obligation is as important as paying 
back the loan because the communal pride so apparent in traditional Ibo 
societies is equally important in Obi's Africa. 
The prestige of Nwajere Oyibo --the son who was educated in 
the white man's country—is not merely a personal one. It is 
shared by the whole village.^ 
/ 
When Obi returns to Nigeria he is determined to rid his country 
of corruption, but before he even steps on African soil his troubles 
have begun. The problem is that aboard ship he met and fell in love 
with Clara, a girl who is an Osu--a descendant of slaves within the com¬ 
munity, who according to tradition, must live apart from the freeborn— 
and he expects to continue their relationship in Nigeria. He foolishly 
ignores Clara's warnings about the trouble their relationship would 
bring, for he is certain that Osu taboos are silly, out-dated, and un¬ 
important superstitions. 
Later, when family, friends, and the Lagos Branch of the Umuofia 
Progressive Union speak against his involvement with Clara, he obsti¬ 
nately declares that he needs neither help nor advise from anyone. His 
expenses mount, his morality bends, and he finds himself in court. 
Through Obi's problems we see one of Achebe's themes which focuses 
on the strength of certain tribal traditions even in the presence of 
^"Been-to" is a colloquialism for the young men and women who 
have been educated abroad and have returned to Africa. 
^Victor Uchendu, The Iebo of Southeast Nigeria. (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1965), p. 37. 
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great societal change. Not even Obi's father, one of the earliest 
Christian converts in the region, will encourage Obi to continue a re¬ 
lationship with an Osu. He tries to explain to his son that it is neces¬ 
sary to make certain compromises to live in society, but Obi cannot 
understand. 
Language is also important in this novel. Again Achebe used lan¬ 
guage to dramatize his themes. The major difference in the language of 
this novel and the language of Things Fall Apart is that the proverbs 
which once occurred as the natural expression of the peoples' thoughts, 
no longer reflect the communal morality or value system. They are re¬ 
vealed to be as weak as their newly formed social ethic. 
One critic believes that "the proverbs which still occur from time 
to time in the speech of Achebe's modern characters come out like un¬ 
digested gobbets."^ It appears as if someone else's words and values 
are filling the President of Lagos Branch of U.P.U.'s mouth when he 
pompously welcomes Obi back to Nigeria. The language in this novel is 
a prime example of the extent that "things have fallen apart" in colonial 
Africa. 
Achebe's characterization is very good in this novel, and as usual, 
he keenly perceives the minds and motives of many different character 
types, whether they are African or European. 
Although there is not as much excitement and action in this novel, 
more mature high school students will enjoy this story of a young man 
at odds with his society. They will also benefit from Achebe's excellent 
^Gerald Moore, Seven African Writers (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1962), p. 70. 
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characterization, unique language control, and perceptive thematic 
structure. 
Arrows of God 
For this third novel Achebe again made his setting an Ibo village 
in Eastern Nigeria (Umuaro). The time is between the settings of Things 
Fall Apart and No Longer At Ease when colonialism was deeply entrenched 
in the fabric of traditional Ibo society. 
The main character, Ezeulu, is the elderly, dignified, and extremely 
proud chief priest of Ulu, the traditional god of the Umuaro people. Like 
Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, his prime motive is to maintain the respect 
of his people and his position in society; but unlike Okonkwo, Ezeeulu 
initially finds value in the "power" and ways of the white man. He sends 
his son Oduche to the mission school to learn what Ezeulu calls "the se¬ 
crets of their strength." 
Conflict begins when Oduche converts to Christianity and foolishly 
attempts to kill the python of Idemili. This snake is sacred to the 
people of Umuaro and a very important symbol in their indigenous reli¬ 
gion. Only then does Ezeulu oppose Captain Winterbottom, the colonial 
administrator he earlier admired and spoke of in favorable terms. Never¬ 
theless, it is his own pride and obstinacy which lead to his downfall. 
The Christian colonialist merely appear to be in the right place at the 
right time to pick up the pieces (converts). 
Always the objective author, Achebe showed that interpersonal dis¬ 
putes and clan conflicts in native communities also contributed to colo¬ 
nial penetration. Again he was looking at both sides of a picture before 
dramatizing precolonial Africa. 
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His overall literary technique was extremely well executed when 
he dramatized the separateness of life in the native community and life 
in the colonial order. He did this by alternating in consecutive chap¬ 
ters the events occurring in each area. It becomes very obvious that 
even though the colonial administration is gaining control over the 
tribal world, their two existences never become one. 
The story moves rather slowly since the complete novel is composed 
of many episodes within a larger plot, but the reader's interest is 
still held for the action is saturated with rich Ibo folklore and legends 
which enhance one's awareness and appreciation of their traditional life. 
Achebe explained in an interview for Africa Report his reasons for 
returning again to the past rather than a more modern setting such as 
that of No Longer At Ease. He explained that his personal interest and 
increased knowledge about his ancestors was at the root of his decision. 
I think I am basically an ancestor worshipper. . . . With me 
it takes the form of celebration and I feel a certain com¬ 
pulsion to do this. The reason /""Arrow of God7goes back to 
the past, not as remotely as Things Fall Apart is that I've 
learned to think that my first book is no longer adequate. 
I've learned a lot more about these particular people . . . 
my ancestors.^ 
Many of the same themes can be found like a motif flowing through 
all of Achebe's novels. One such theme concerns the capricious and often 
unfair hand (fate) which controls human life. Just because a man at¬ 
tempts to do good, there is no guarantee the end result will not be evil 
or destructive. Ezeulu's life is a prime example. Although he dedicates 
7Chinua Achebe, "Interview with Louis Nkosi," Africa Report. July, 
1964, p. 20, quoted in The Novels of Chinua Achebe. G. D. Killam (New 
York: Africans Publishing Corp., 1969), p. 59. 
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his entire life to the service of his god and people, both appear to 
turn against him in the end, pushing him closer to his eventual insanity. 
One may believe that this is unfair, but in Achebe's mind, life at times 
is unfair. 
Just as Things Fall Apart is an excellent novel for high school 
students with little or no background in African literature and the cul¬ 
tures it depicts, Arrow of God is an excellent novel for strengthening 
their perceptiveness in understanding and relating to this rapidly grow¬ 
ing body of literature. All of the positive features of Things Fall 
Apart are equaled or surpassed in this book, and the more mature student 
can be exposed to a more complicated novel structure which more closely 
reflects the natural flow of real life. 
A Man of the People 
Achebe's last novel to date is a satirical farce set in post¬ 
independence Nigeria (1954). In an interview a year after its publi¬ 
cation,® Achebe explained his political interest and anxieties which 
led to A Man of the People. His intention was to present an indictment 
of post-independence Nigerian society, which had so easily accepted 
fraud and corruption in politics as ethical norms. 
The main character and narrator of the story is Odili Samalu, 
a young intellectual, typically idealistic and aware of the corruption 
flagrant in his country. His narration is one vehicle of Achebe's 
subtle irony for Odili is also selfish, egotistical, and easily swayed 
^Robert Serumaga, "Interview With Chinua Achebe," Transcription 
Center, London, 1967, p. 1, quoted in The Novels of Chinua Achebe, 
Ibid., pp. 84-85. 
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by the corruption he so vehemently opposes. 
The antagonist is the "Honorable" Chief M. A. Naga, a poorly 
educated, former teacher of Odili who has become through politics 
"a man of the people" and a minister in the young nation's government. 
Conflict develops between Odili and Chief Naga, not because Naga 
is a true example of the corrupt, "get-all-you-can" government officials 
Odili deplores, but rather ironically because Naga seduces one of Odili's 
"good-time" girl friends whom he has brought to visit the chief's home. 
Odili admits that he was not serious about frivolous Elsie, but his pride 
is wounded and he swears revenge. Shortly afterwards, Naga, an extremely 
likable rogue, finds his ministerial post threatened by his new politi¬ 
cal opponent--Odili Samalu. 
Though Naga is certainly a corrupt politician, Achebe has taken 
pains with his characterization to represent him as charming, witty, 
and much more colorful than young Odili. In this manner he alerts his 
readers to the fact that no picture is totally white or black, and ob¬ 
viously the corruption in the Nigerian political scene has no single 
guilty party. People such as Odili, as well as Naga and the general 
populace, are all indicted in this novel. 
This would not be a good book to be used with an entire high 
school class unless the particular class is sufficiently mature enough 
to handle the few sexual adventures Odili shares with the English women 
he meets while visiting with Chief Naga. On the other hand, the book 
is funny, politically illuminating (on a superficial level), and struc¬ 
turally enlightening, as many students may be unfamiliar with a narrator 
of doubtful credibility. Therefore, with reservations this book may be 
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suggested for high school students' outside reading lists. 
One minor flaw in the book is that it is occasionally difficult 
to determine if Odili's words are truly his own and indicative of his 
particular character, rather than the author's. In one particular 
scene Achebe appears to be injecting his own impatience with non-African 
literary critics who erroneously approach African literature from an 
American or European value system. At a dinner party with two of Chief 
Naga's European friends, Odili quickly puts an Englishman in his place 
when he criticizes African art although he has absolutely no knowledge 
about the culture which stimulated it: 
Did you say she was shaking her fist? ... In that case you 
got her meaning all wrong. Shaking the fist in our society 
is a sign of great honor and respect; it means that you attri¬ 
bute power to the person or object. ... If I may digress 
a little, I have, since this incident, come up against another 
critic who committed a crime in my view because he transferred 
to an alien culture the same meanings and interpretation that 
his own people attach to certain gestures and facial expres¬ 
sions. 9 
Whether Achebe or his creation Odili is given the recognition for 
this well directed comment, teachers and students alike will benefit 
from the message. 




John Munonye was born in 1929, in Akokwa, Eastern Nigeria. 
He studied at Christ the King College, Onitsha, from 1944 to 1948, 
and received his B.A. from Ibadan University two years later. He ma¬ 
jored in Latin, Greek and history, but decided to do his post graduate 
work in education at London University. 
After returning to Nigeria, he became Senior Inspector of Educa¬ 
tion in Eastern Nigeria's Ministry of Education. Recently, Mr. Munonye 
has been serving as principal of the Advanced Teacher Training College 
at Owerri. He is married and has two children. 
His first novel, The Only Son, published by Heinemann in 1966, 
reflects his strong interest in education as it dramatizes the clash 
of cultures due to the strong influence Western mission schools had on 
African children. 
Obi is Munonye's second novel. It was published three years after, 
and is a sequel to The Only Son. The family conflicts generated by young 
Nnanna's decision to convert to Christianity in order to attend the mis¬ 
sion school (in the first novel) are intensified when he returns home 
many years later, a very successful young man, but a thoroughly christian¬ 
ized one. 
In 1970, Munonye published his third novel, Oil Man of Obange. 
Again education plays an important role in the main plot, but in this 
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novel Munonye takes a close look at the new rural proletariat in Africa, 
and portrays the hardships they must endure to survive in their rapidly 
changing world. 
His fourth and last novel to date, A Wreath of the Maidens, was 
published in 1973, and like many of the latest Nigerian releases, it 
focuses on the country's recent civil war. 
Mr. Munonye's novels are enjoyable, well constructed literary 
pieces which will undoubtedly receive more attention from literary schol¬ 
ars and critics in the future. 
The Only Son 
John Munonye's first novel is the story of Chiaku and her young 
son Nnanna. Chiaku has been widowed for almost thirteen years but has 
refused to remarry. She has devoted her entire life to her son and 
to her dreams of raising him in the traditions of their people. 
Munonye very quickly acquaints*his readers with this young,loving, 
and slightly overprotective mother and her high-spirited, self-willed 
son. His language is direct, free-flowing and lucid. With simple 
figurative language he intimately involves his readers with Chiaku and 
Nnanna, her dead husband's family, their history, and their traditional 
way of life. 
When in-law conflicts arise which supposedly are initiated by 
Nnana, Chiaku takes her son and returns to her own family some miles 
away in Nade. She has not gone home since she went away as a sixteen 
year old bride, nearly fifteen years earlier. She is given a joyous 
welcome which Munonye makes clear is in full accord with the kinship 
traditions of the Igbo people. Her brother Oji and their full umunna 
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(the male members of the family) immediately collect materials to build 
Chiaku and Nnanna's house. The umuada (direct female descendants) also 
do their share by bringing their sister gifts for her new home and money 
to begin rebuilding their life. 
It is quite obvious that Munonye was writing for non-Igbo readers 
for he explains everything which might be unfamilure to outsiders. These 
explanations are brief, to-the-point, and not distracting. American stu¬ 
dents will probably find the novel more enjoyable because they will not 
become confused by language and cultural differences. 
As he dramatized the intricacies of the traditional Igbo kinship 
system, Munonye showed that family members shared the benefits and the 
obligations of kinship. For example, when Nnanna wins the admiratiai 
and respect of the entire village for proving himself to be the best 
wrestler in his age group in all of the surrounding villages, his mother's 
kinsmen share equally in his small glory. His triumph is a triumph for 
the entire family. 
When the story begins European penetration of Africa is well under 
way. Munonye did not make clear the exact length of time the mission¬ 
aries had been in the area, but very early in the novel readers became 
aware that these newcomers have begun to upset traditional African ways 
of life, and that many Africans fear the end results of their presence. 
It is also clear that foreign government officials and their weapon¬ 
carrying soldiers have also made their presence in the area known by 
this time. Fear of retaliation makes the elders of Nade refuse to con¬ 
sider even violence when discussing ways to get rid of the church and 
school which threaten all the sacred and time-honoured things which 
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back no matter how much they wish to do so. 
When Nnana finally is drawn to the school by curiosity, envy, and 
his growing desire to learn the many new things that Ibe has temptingly 
described to him, Chiaku is sure her world has collapsed. She is nearly 
driven to the point of insanity as she tries everything in her power to 
draw Nnana away from the missionaries. But still she fails. 
Unknown to Chiaku, her brother Oji accepted the finality of Nnana1s 
decision long before she was able to. Instead of using his sister's 
monetary and material sacrifices to the gods to "save Nnana," Oji directs 
the good doctor who is helping the family to use his powers to save his 
sister Chiaku who showed all the first signs of insanity. 
In the end, both indigenous and European religions seem to have 
won major battles. Nnana goes away to become a mission boy for Father 
Smith, the new priest at Ossa, but only after his mother informs him that 
she is about to remarry after living a widow's life for fifteen lonely 
years. Oji is so pleased with the job the witch-doctor Ezedibia has 
done for his sister, that he decides to ignore his advanced years and 
become a priest himself, "so he also can serve in his own humble way" 
(p202). 
As an educator, Munonye is well equipped to write novels suited 
to the needs of young readers. The Only Son is like candy-coated medi¬ 
cine for it would be difficult to find a more enjoyable way to learn 
some of the intricacies of traditional Ibo life, and at the same time 
to be able to reap the benefits of studying the thematic and linguistic 
offerings of a well-constructed novel. 
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sustained their community: 
It took several days before they came to a decision. 
They agreed that there could be no question of using 
violence. Such action would certainly invite a gruesome 
carnage from the commissioner's soldiers at Anra. How 
could they allow the whole town to be shot down because 
of the lunacy of a few individuals?1 
Chiaku, a very religious woman, is especially afraid of this strange 
new religion for she sees the attraction it has for village children. 
When Nnanno's best friend, Ibe joins the "evil gathering" and begins 
to attend the mission school, her greatest fear seems inevitable. 
Munonye was quite objective in his handling of religion in this 
novel. One cannot tell that the author is a Christian and a product of 
missionary schools. This is because his presence is overtly perceived 
only in reporting action, not in evaluating it. He shows how their own 
religion was a very important, every day part of life for many Africans 
such as Chiaku, her family and friends. He also shows how they felt 
toward the new religion that threatened to destroy the only world they 
knew and understood. 
As more and more of the village children are drawn into the mission 
schools one of Munonye's basic themes is revealed: The children of 
a community are the base and strength of its way of life, and when that 
base is disturbed, the entire communal system is in jeopardy. 
The missionaries and their school also seemed to represent the 
inevitable march of time and progress that neither man nor woman can hold 
Ijohn Munonye, The Only Son (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 
1966), pp. 76-77. 
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back no matter how much they wish to do so. 
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Obi 
Obi is Munonye's second novel and the sequel to The Only Son. 
About fifteen years have passed since Nnanna left home to become a Mission 
boy. The year is 1940, and the effects of World War II are being felt 
at Ossa, Nade, and Nnanna's birth place, Umudiobia. 
Many changes have occurred in the interval between the two novels. 
Nnanna has been baptized and is called Joseph by everyone except his 
mother Chiaku. Chiaku has had three children since her happy marriage 
to Okere, but her only blood brother and protector, Oji, has passed away. 
Where the Catholics had been the only new religious group in the area, 
three sects can be found, and each is trying its best to win a greater 
part of the town than the others. 
The greatest change can be found in the Igbo people themselves who 
have adapted many of their old ways of life to fit the demands of a soci¬ 
ety caught in the rapid changes of urbanization and industrialization. 
As Victor Uchendu explains in The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria, the 
Igbo people have always been prestige and status conscious. "In the 
days before contact with Europeans, the prestige and influence of a town 
was measured by the strength of its able bodied warriors, its diplomacy 
in dealing with its neighbors, the power of its oracles, the importance 
of its market place, etc."^ 
By 1940, the Igbo have adopted new symbols of status and prestige-- 
the acquisition of the white man's education and the material benefits 
^Victor C. Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria (Case studies 
in Cultural Anthropology) (Holt, Reinhart and Winston, Inc., 1965), 
p. 34. 
47 
this education brought to those who possessed it. Joseph, who fifteen 
years earlier was considered his mother's curse for joining the "evil 
gathering" is now the pride and joy of both sides of his family, as well 
as his entire old village. Apparently the traits that made his mother 
sure that he would be a great man if he followed the traditions of his 
ancestors have also helped him in the white man's world. He is a bright 
industrious young man with a good career established with the forestry 
department. 
When Obi begins, Joseph and his beautiful wife of almost three 
years, Anna, are riding in a lorry with all of their possessions to 
Joseph's old home in Umudiobia. Six years earlier his mother and uncles 
had approached him with the idea that he should fulfill his obligations 
(as the only son of the first son of the family) to return to his father's 
compound and rebuild the "Obi" to its former greatness. 
Obi, the small, roomless, unpretentious forehouse in the 
compound! It symbolized the family, the homestead and the 
continuation of the lineage, as well as what was best in these. 
And to keep up and strengthen the obi--and what it meant--was 
the greatest duty a man owed to his father, dead or living.^ 
Even though Joseph is a devout Catholic, and thoroughly indoctri¬ 
nated in the ways of the white man, some of his people's customs and 
beliefs are still very important to him and he agrees to return to his 
heritage. 
Munonye's point is very clear--rather than one culture destroying 
the beliefs of the other when Europe penetrated Africa, the true result 
p. 34. 
3john Munonye, Obi (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1969), 
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was that both cultures blended to make a new Africa. Some of the old 
values were lost, but others proved quite resilient. 
As in the past, all of Joseph's kith and kin reap the material 
and status benefits of his success. When an Igbo family's son "arrives," 
all members expect gifts from him. For weeks after Joseph and Anna re¬ 
turned to his Obi and received a welcome equal to that shown a great 
dignitary, the young couple was plagued with family visitors. They came 
to welcome him back, receive gifts, and eat and drink all that a man in 
his position was able and expected to provide. These obligations of 
kinship Joseph accepts without complaint. 
Everything would have been fine except that Anna has not been able 
to have a child. Shortly after their arrival family pressure begins, 
for another very resilient African value is the great importance of chil¬ 
dren to sustain a family's lineage. 
Their love for each other and their respect for their religion 
prevent Joseph from following the example of other "Christians" who 
found themselves in this position. He refuses to get a divorce or take 
a second wife. Munonye's skill as a writer is quite apparent at this 
point in the novel as he unravels one anomaly after another. We realize 
that European penetration of Africa was not as deep as many colonialists 
believed it to be. 
To show the seeds of the eventual revolution, violent and nonviolent, 
which would free most of Africa from colonialism, Munonye introduced the 
character named Willie. He is one of Joseph's cousins and is very in¬ 
volved with a young revolutionary group in the area. He constantly spouts 
their philosophy as his family and friends tell him to be quiet. Even 
49 
this minor character reflects one of Munonye's well-directed ironies, 
for as Willie preaches the terrible things the white man has done to 
their country, he wears Western clothes, drinks as much western alcohol 
as he can mooch, and speaks in the style of a Mission-educated young man. 
Again Munonye's theme that colonialism is positive as well as negative 
is made. 
At the end of the book, Anna has finally conceived. This occurrence 
is not only ironic, but also tragic because the young couple has suf¬ 
fered greatly because a child did not come sooner. Tension created by 
their own intense desire to have children, added to increased family 
pressure, threatened the couple's close relationship, their deep faith, 
and finally, Joseph's sanity. 
As Anna and Joseph leave Umudiobia, it appears as if Munonye is 
telling us that once a son has left home, he can never really return. 
This novel, though more intricate than The Only Son, has all of 
the good features of the first novel—it's well written, interesting 
and its thematic development will offer many insights for students and 
teachers. 
Oil Man of Obange 
John Munonye published his third novel one year after the second. 
Like the first and second novels, Oil Man of Obange focuses on some of 
the adjustments African people had to make as their old world collapsed 
after colonialism. 
Jeri Oko is the main character and is representative of the new 
rural proletariat in Africa whose plight and actual presence can be 
credited to colonialism, industrialism, and the continual march of pro¬ 
gress 
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The writing, style, and themes of this novel are more mature 
than his earlier works. Munonye has become more subtle in his insinu¬ 
ations and the reader must draw more of his own conclusions. 
Again the author's feelings about Christianity and the church appear 
ambivalent. In the beginning of the novel, Ogazi Oko (renamed Jeremiah 
after his baptism) is convinced that his life had been saved by the 
priest who baptized him on his death-bed and was able to turn him away 
from the same tragic end suffered earlier by his father and mother, 
brothers, cousins and uncles. As the story progresses and Jeri's new 
faith, honesty, and determination do nothing to prevent the new tragedies 
which plague his life, the reader is forced to ask himself just how much 
responsibility for this suffering is directly caused by the church which 
supposedly "saved" him? 
Jeri accepts the white man's religion and begins his new life by 
renouncing claim to most of his family's ancestral lands. This ends a long 
feud which had resulted in so much hatred, guilt, and loss of life. He 
also accepts the European value system, and is determined to raise the 
name and status of the Oko family again, but this time through his chil¬ 
dren who will all be sent to Mission schools, if he can possibly manage 
it. 
This dream is much more complicated than it seems, and Jeri soon 
discovers that the meager living he was able to scrape from his remain¬ 
ing land would never be enough to send even one of his six children to 
school, pay fees, and buy the necessary books and clothing. 
It is at this point that he kindles the wrath of his only living 
sister by deciding to break with the age old Igbo tradition of farming 
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to make one's living. He decides to become one of the adventurous men 
who make their livelihood by riding a bicycle each day to the surround¬ 
ing markets with heavy cans of palm oil balanced precariously on all 
sides. The risks and physical hardships are tremendous, but Jeri is 
able to scrape together his children's school fees, and that is the only 
important thing to him and his wife. 
Munonye seems to have a knack for quickly bringing his readers into 
the core of each of his main characters, and into their personal lives 
and relationships. 
Jeri and his wife Marcellina have that closeness and special re¬ 
lationship few married couples ever attain, and although they are ex¬ 
tremely poor, they consider themselves to be blest for they have six 
healthy, extremely bright children. Nothing makes them prouder than 
hearing their neighbors talk about their children's "good heads," or 
having them ask Jeri's permission for one of his children to read or 
write a letter for them. 
Munonye obviously has spent much time studying or being with chil¬ 
dren for his younger characters are as well-developed as his older ones. 
Each of Jeri's children, from Mica, the very quiet, scholarly, and usu¬ 
ally very considerate eldest son, to the two mischievous and lovable 
baby twins, is a special and unique character. Like the children in 
The Only Son, they are obsessed with the desire to go to school. Also 
like most children, they can freely ask their parents for the world, 
without really understanding how difficult it is for Jeri to even feed 
and clothe them. Although it is a sad reality, some of the responsi¬ 
bility for Jeri's eventual breakdown must be placed on the children, 
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for only Celia fully understood the great pressures her father was under 
to keep her brothers in school. So much like her father, she appears 
to be Munonye's model for all young people to pattern themselves by; 
she puts aside her own fervent desire to stay in school and takes care 
of her younger brothers after their mother dies. 
Above all else Munonye wanted to impress his readers, both young 
and old alike, with one of the more cruel realities of life--tragedy 
often strikes the lives of good people, for life is not always fair or 
just. Individuals can do their best to help one another, but fate makes 
the final decision. 
Oil Man of Obange is an intense personal tragedy, but it reflects 
the lives of many similar individuals who were caught in Africa's tran¬ 
sition under colonialism. It is an excellent novel offering many diverse 
learning possibilities, from its excellent character portrayal to its 
enlightening view of life. 
A Wreath for the Maidens 
Munonye's latest novel was published by Heinemanns in 1973. Like 
Obi, it is structually more complex than the novel which preceded it. 
In fact, A Wreath for the Maidens is so complex, I do not recommend it 
for high school students. 
The plot, which focuses on the lives and time of two young intel¬ 
lectuals, Roland Medo and Biere Ekonte, has very little action as it 
frequently follows involved philosophical and political discussions which 
both young men enjoy. 
When the novel begins, Roland and Biere are university students 
in the last quarter before their degree examination. Both men are 
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serious scholars and active members in the School's highly selective 
Social Enlightenment Club. Since Nigerian independence is almost a re¬ 
ality, and various political parties are actively seeking control of the 
government, the club's discussions concern the problems of politics and 
independence. 
After graduation, both men become teachers and their fervent inter¬ 
est in politics remains as strong as their appreciation for the intel¬ 
lectual discussions they frequently indulge in. Needless to say, Munonye's 
vocabulary in this novel is more difficult than in his earlier works. 
Like many Nigerian writers, Munonye decided to use his country's 
recent civil war as subject matter for his fiction. Through Roland Medo 
and Biere Konte's eyes the reader is given an inside look at the war, 
from the tremendous unnecessary loss of life, and the meaningless words 
used to justify it, to the ever-shifting political "baseball game" which 
Munonye considers responsible for it. 
The main speaker shifts back and forth between the author and Medo, 
making it more difficult to access the credibility of certain stàteàents. 
Just as The Only Son was written for a non-Igo audience and there¬ 
fore had many "cultural interpretations," A Wreath for the Maidens also 
had an intended audience. In this novel, the reader is expected to have 
a good background in Nigerian politics and history, as well as an excel¬ 
lent vocabulary. A very good power of concentration would also help 
because the action is so slow for the first three quarters of the book 
that it is difficult to continue reading to the last quarter. Very few 
high school students would benefit from or enjoy reading this novel. 
CHAPTER IV 
FERDINAND OYONO 
Ferdinand Oyono, a Beti, was bora September 14, 1929, in a small 
Cameroonian village near Ebolowa called Ngoulemakong. His education 
began at the local primary school and was continued in conventional 
French colonial tradition when he began working as personal servant to 
a priest at the local Catholic mission. It was here that he became 
acquainted with the hard life endured by mission "boys." 
His mother, a devout Catholic who refused to continue sharing her 
husband's polygamous life, took Ferdinand and his sister and began to 
work as a seamstress to support them. 
After studying at the local provencial school, his father, an 
important chief and official in his home city, sent him to France to 
continue his education. There he attended the Lycée de Provins and 
later studied in the Faculté de Droit and the Ecole Nationale d'Adminis¬ 
tration in Paris. 
Une vie de boy and Le vieux nègre et la médaillé, his first two 
novels, were both written in 1956, while he was a lonely student in 
France. These first novels celebrate the African's disillusionment with 
the white man's world as they satirically expose French oppression under 
colonial rule. 
As expected, his novels, with their biting satire, received very 
little approval from French colonial authorities. Reviewers either 
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denounced or ignored both works, and several years passed before they 
received the respect and attention they deserve. 
Oyono's literary disappointments were offset to some degree by 
his success as an actor. He played the title role in Louis Sapin's 
Papa bon dieu at the Théâtre d'Alliance Française and received unanimous 
approval from French theatrical critics. 
Four years later his third novel, Chemin d'Europe, was released. 
Unlike the first two, this has not yet been translated into English. 
Eleven years after his third novel was released, Oyono's fourth novel, 
Le Pandemonium, was published by Julliard in Paris. At present, this 
also has not been released in English. 
Since 1960, Ferdinand Oyono has worked in the diplomatic service. 
He is a Doctor of Law, and after some years in Paris and in the French 
embassy in Rome, he was appointed Cameroon's Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations. Later he served as Ambassador in Brussels and 
then moved on to his most recent diplomatic position as Ambassador to 
Liberia. 
His work is most often compared with that of his Cameroonian com¬ 
patriot, Mongo Beti. Both men are satirical novelists whose books attack 
colonial rule and oppression in the late fifties. Together their work 
has been called, "a watershed in contemporary African literature in 
French. . . . Their biting satire and sarcasm is softened by their frank 
humor. 
1A. C. Brench, The Novelists' Inheritance in French Africa (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 48-49. 
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Houseboy 
Houseboy is the title of the English edition of Ferdinand Oyono's 
first novel, Une vie de boy. It was translated from the original French 
by John Reed and published by Heinemann Educational Books in 1966. Four 
years later it was released in America by Macmillan with the shortened 
title Bov. Only a good translation could avoid the loss of Oyono's verbal 
artistry, but since John Reed's translation is considered excellent by 
several critics, this discussion will not avoid a discussion of language 
techniques. 
Oyono wrote this first novel in the form of a diary with the end 
of the plot given at the beginning of his story. 
Toundi Ondoua (Joseph), a young man who has spent several years 
working as a houseboy or personal servant, is the main character. When 
the story begins he is extremely ill, lying on his deathbed in a native 
village somewhere in Spanish Guinea. Local drummers have announced his 
arrivel and serious condition, and a fellow Cameroonian compatriot comes 
to his bedside. 
During their short conversation Toundi merely states quite sadly 
that his greed, as his mother prophesied so many years before, had 
finally brought him to his deathbed. He asks himself and his countryman 
a question, but he really does not expect an answer: "Brother, What are 
we? What are we black men called French? 
After he dies his diary is found and given to the unnamed country¬ 
man who supposedly translates Toundi's story for us, the readers. 
^Oyono, Ferdinand, Houseboy (London: Heinemann, 1966), p. 7 
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In the first few pages of the book Oyono immediately establishes 
the tone his novel will assume throughout—humor mixed with bitter irony 
or sarcasm. His technique is exemplary for this sarcasm is dramatic and 
does not appear to come from the main character, who remains quite inno¬ 
cent until the end. The author's position is sensed from the situations 
related in the diary which are reported without interpretation. 
The first diary entries reveal their author to be a young child 
who has been "programmed" to reject his people's traditions and to respect 
the words and power of the whites. He tells us that he has started to 
keep a diary merely because his first master, Father Gilbert, keeps 
a diary, even though Toundi could never understand why the priest re¬ 
ceived pleasure from the habit. 
Oyono has been called ", . . the greatest master of construction 
among African novelists now writing.This praise is understandable 
for the author has artfully planted several seemingly unimportant threads 
in his novel which can be traced throughout the entire plot. Together, 
these threads reinforce Oyono's primary theme--Africans were frequently 
stripped of their humanity by ruthless colonial administrators and mission¬ 
aries. This was done after they convinced the Africans to reject their 
own cultural heritage, and filled them with hope that they would become 
French men. Toundi is a living example that this dream was never real¬ 
ized and that white colonial society is a closed society. 
One effective device that Oyono employs is a motif of animal imag- 
ery appearing throughout the novel to provide insights into native and 
3Gerald Moore, "Ferdinand Oyono and the colonial tragi-comedy," 
Présence Africaine, vol. 18, no. 46 (1963), p. 70. 
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European characters. In the first pages of his diary, young Toundi 
explains how he came to be the "boy" of Father Gilbert. He had run 
away from home to avoid a beating from his father for fighting with 
other young boys over the sugar cubes the missionary customarily threw 
to village children. This habit of throwing sugar to the African chil¬ 
dren is one of Oyono's earliest ironic threads for it is the first of 
many ways Toundi will be treated like a dog after becoming Father Gilbert's 
boy. When the priest is pleased with his servant he sometimes gives him 
a pat on the head, but when displeased, this priest of God kicks Toundi 
aside or beats him. 
After Father Gilbert's fatal motorbike accident, which ironically 
makes him a "martyr" to the colonialist for he dies in "dark Africa," 
Toundi becomes the boy of the head of the colonial administration, 
Commandant Decazy. 
Toundi initially believes that he is very lucky for his new posi¬ 
tion will take him away from the mission and the sadistic beatings he 
was sure to receive from Father Vandermayer, the foul-mouthed, iras¬ 
cible priest who would replace Father Gilbert as head of the mission. 
His job is short lived for the commandant proves to be even more sadis¬ 
tic and brutal; he derives pleasure from stepping on Toundi's hand or 
giving him an unexpected kick. These situations are more bitterly ironic 
since they occur after Toundi explains that he is a Christian, and the 
commandant hires him, saying that they will be "friends." Oyone's pic¬ 
ture of colonialist hypocrisy is very clear in these episodes. 
Toundi's later diary entries give us a full view of Cameroonian 
colonial society, which is populated by a group of morally corrupt, 
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shallow men and women, who debase themselves as they dehumanize the 
Africans they come in contact with. 
Toundi and the other natives who work in the European homes and 
clubs are well aware of the sadism, petty flirtations which occur in 
church, infidelity, drinking, gossip, and double standards imposed on 
blacks which typify colonial life. They also realize their own power¬ 
lessness and are smart enough to pretend that they know nothing until 
they are away from the eyes and ears of the whites. Only then do they 
get a type of revenge by laughing at the life style of their masters, 
or by relating intimate details of the Europeans' "private" lives to the 
entire native population. 
As Toundi's eyes are finally opened to the weaknesses of white 
society, he makes the fatal mistake of letting them know what he knows. 
He is then made to suffer as a scapegoat and is unjustly accused of 
a crime he did not commit. 
Houseboy is an excellent novel from which mature secondary stu¬ 
dents will acquire a better understanding of the technical basis of 
a well-constructed satirical novel. They will also have a better under¬ 
standing of former French colonial society, and the harm created by this 
system. 
Teachers who wish to introduce or reinforce previous lessons on 
poetic diction such as figures of speech, irony, or imagery, will find 
Houseboy to be an enjoyable vehicle for doing so, because Oyono has in¬ 
cluded several subtle and often humorous examples of many of these. 
Equally valuable to student and teacher are Oyono's rich themes, 
because Houseboy strongly reinforces the honest observations that behavior 
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often reveals more than words, that one debases self when others are 
debased, that laughter is often used as a shield for deep pain, and 
that satire can be used as a weapon by powerless and oppressed people. 
The Old Man and the Medal 
Oyono's second novel, based on an incident in his father's life, 
also brings together both the comic and the sad elements of pre-independence 
Africa. Generally speaking the style of The Old Man and The Medal is more 
mature, but less objective than that of Houseboy. Oyoho is his own nar¬ 
rator when he allows his reader to get into the intimate life of his 
characters—their thoughts, feelings, and relationships. His observa¬ 
tional presence in no way lessens the effectiveness of his plot for as 
one critic put it, 
The Old Man and the Medal's reporting is as rigorous as in 
Houseboy. The language is minutely honest and Oyono is pains¬ 
taking in his choice and reportage of relevant details. 
Nothing is overlooked and ultimately, this reporting becomes 
a reenactment of a colonial pantomine.^ 
Meka, an old man and a devout Christian, is the central character. 
Like Toundi in Houseboy. Meka follows a mental path through the novel 
which begins with naiveté, goes on to awareness, and ends with disil¬ 
lusionment. 
Meka is considered "a good native" by the colonialists for even 
though both of his sons were killed fighting for France in World War II, 
and the Catholic mission decided that "the Lord needed" his ancestral 
^Kimani Gecau, "Alienation and Disillusion in Ferdinand Oyono's 
African characters," Standpoints on African Literature. Chris L. Wanjala, 
ed. (Nairobi: East African Literature Bureau, 1973), p. 253. 
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land for their church site, Meka has remained "a model Christian," 
humble and respectful before whites. 
A few of Meka's neighbors think he is a fool, but the majority of 
the native population in the area consider him a rare and courageous 
Christian who will one day be rewarded for his unselfishness. 
After receiving an unexplained message to report to the Commandant's 
headquarters, Meka is relieved and excited when he is told that the 
French administration has decided to awàrd him a medal as compensation 
for his great services to France. 
Oyono's sharp irony is immediately apparent when the old man and 
his wife, after making supreme sacrifices to the white man's country 
and religious institution become filled with fear when he is asked to 
come to the head of the colonial administration. Meka's respect for 
colonial power is equal to his fear of it, for he has witnessed their 
"justice" in the past. 
Oyone's relatively simple plot is strengthened by several instances 
of structural symbolism. Just as Toundi represented the young African 
drawn away from tribal traditions by his desire for the white man's 
materialism, Meka is typical of the native who accepts the white man's 
way of life but is never accepted into the closed white society. He finds 
himself somewhere in the gray area between the native and European world, 
not really belonging to either. 
Standing alone on the platform in a chalk circle waiting to receive 
his medal from the chief of the whites, Meka becomes aware of his strange 
separation from both the black and the white world, but he forces these 
thoughts from his mind when he receives the shiny medal and is further 
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assured about his position among the whites. 
Oyono dramatizes the lack of real communication between natives 
and whites and the conflicts resulting from two value systems working 
at the same time. Meka's family and friends are very excited and proud 
that Meka has been selected to be "honored" by the white man's govern¬ 
ment. They fully expect to share in his glory and rise in respect and 
prestige as he would be sure to rise after this great honor. What they 
cannot understand is that their old societal rules no longer have mean¬ 
ing in this white controlled world where awards are given from the mouth 
but not from the heart. Meka is made to look like a fool for believing 
in the white man's meaningless words of friendship and his family and 
friends must share his degredation. He is left standing in the hot sun 
for what seems to him like hours because the high official arrives late. 
No one cares or is even aware of his pressing need to relieve himself 
and to stop the terrible pain his new shoes are causing him. 
Throughout the story various characters express their fear that 
it will rain on the day of the great celebration. When the storm 
finally strikes, its violence and destruction symbolize Meka's awakening 
to the truth of his situation. 
After getting drunk, losing his medal, and falling asleep attthe 
shaa-eeremonies, Meka finds himself alone in the community center which 
is about to be destroyed by the storm. He is as alone in this holocaust 
as he was earlier waiting to receive his medal, and he realizes he has 
lost everything exkept his faith. This he clings to desperately as he 
struggles to find his way home. 
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Unfortunately, Oyono's storm and the enlightening violence it 
symbolizes are not yet over. Old Meka now comes to the realization 
that his new religion and the inconsiderate hypocrites like Father 
Vandermayer are partners in the brutal colonial system which has strip¬ 
ped him of everything, including his dignity and his children. 
Again Oyono uses animal imagery to dramatize Meka's plight as the 
white policemen beat and drag him to jail for being near the European 
quarter without a pass. Metaphors of dogs, a chimpanzee, ducks, sheep, 
and a bird of prey are used in this pathetically hillarious scene which 
ironically has overtones of the Christian parable of the Good Samaritan. 
Meka is a good Samaritan if there ever was one, but his cries for mercy 
or respect for his age are ignored by the white police. 
By the time the authorities realize their mistake, Meka has also 
realized his own mistakes. But he is too old to fight back, and too 
old to even hate, so he simply says, "Poor us". He never says "poor 
me," and Oyono's point that Meka's degradation includes the other 
Africans, and the whites as well, is very clear. 
The strongest image which remains with the reader is the help¬ 
lessness of the Mekas of the colonial world. They may be shocked into 
the realization of the harsh realities of colonialism, but they remain 
powerless to change it. Only the colonialist could make the needed 
changes, and only after they realized what their system had done to 
themselves, as well as to the Africans. 
Oyono's skill in using words and creating images to reinforce his 
ideas will provide teachers with several excellent models which will 
help their students build their own language skills. 
CHAPTER V 
NGUGI WA THIONG'O (JAMES NGUGI) 
Ngugi is considered the major African writer from East Africa. 
A very versatile man, Mr. Ngugi is an accomplished novelist, play¬ 
wright, short story writer, journalist, and teacher. 
He is a Gikuyu.^ bom in 1938, in Limuru, to one of his father's 
several wives. In 1963, he graduated with honours in English fkom 
Makerere University College in Kampala, Uganda. While he was a student 
at Makerere he edited PenPoint. a student literary journal which encour¬ 
aged many of the young writers whose voices are now being heard in East 
Africa. For several months he worked for Nairobi's Daily Nation, and 
then left to do graduate work at the University of Leeds in Yorkshire, 
England. He received his second B.A. there in 1964. From 1964 to 1970, 
he taught in various East African schools. While a special lecturer in 
English at Nairobi's University College, he became known as a liberal 
and a rebel when he resigned his post to protest the college's closure 
following the January 1969 student strike, and the alleged dictatorial 
attitude taken toward the student body both during and after the strike. 
Ngugi was the first editor of Zuka: A Journal of East African 
Creative Literature, published in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. In 1970, he 
left for America to become a lecturer in African Literature at Northwestern 
^Kikuyu is the more common spelling representation for this ethnic 
group, but the people themselves regard Gikuyu as more accurate. 
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University in Evanston, Illinois. He is now chairman of the Department 
of Literature at the University of Nairobi. 
Ngugi's literary career began at an early age when he published 
in 1959, three stories in the Kenya News. His novel, Weep Not Child, 
published in 1964, was the first English-language novel to be published 
by an East African writer, and it won international praise. In 1965, 
the author received awards from the Dakar Festival of Negro Arts and the 
East African Literature Bureau for this novel. One critic described his 
work as follows: 
Ngugi's style is smooth, sinewy and intelligent. He has a lyri¬ 
cal grace and rhythmical way of handling the experience of his 
characters which unobtrusively brings the reader inside the 
Kikuyu world.2 
Weep Not Child, a very popular African novel, pictures the turmoils 
of Kenyan family life in the period just before the "Emergency" (the state 
of martial law declared in response to Mau Mau uprisings). The title of 
the book comes from Walt Whitman's poem, "On the Beach At Night." 
The River Between, originally named The Black Messiah, was Ngugi's 
first novel, although it was not published until the year after Weep Not 
Child was released. Its setting is pre-independence Kenya, and the story 
portrays the conflict between old and new—between Christianity and Afri¬ 
can traditional religion, and between Gikuyu culture and a Western value 
system. 
A Grain of Wheat. Ngugi's third novel, was published by Heinemann 
Educational Books in 1967. It is considered his best and most structurally 
2üonald E. Herdeck, African Authors: A Companion to Black African 
Writing. Volume 1. 1300-1973 (Washington, D.C.: Black Orpheus Press, 
1973), p. 283. 
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complex novel to date. It is both historical and psychological in that 
it attempts to show how Kenya gained independence and what happened to 
the souls of her people in the process. 
The Black Hermit was Ngugi's first play. It was written for the 
Uganda National Theatre as part of the 1962 independence celebrations 
and was later published (1968) in Heinemann's African Writer's Series. 
His second play, This Time Tomorrow, was published by the East African 
Literature Bureau. 
Mr. Thiongo (the African name Ngugi recently assumed to symbolize 
his "homecoming") is a very committed writer and an international leader 
of the Pan-African, anti-imperialist movement. In 1972 he published 
Homecoming, a collection of essays on African and Caribbean literature, 
culture and politics. The central theme running through the essays is 
the author's belief that Kenya as well as the rest of the black world 
should rid itself of the social and economic values of former African 
oppressors, and create a new culture with its foundations firmly planted 
in African history and tradition. 
The River Between 
Ngugi's first novel was published in 1965, a year after Weep Not 
Child was released. Its setting is pre-independence Kenya, in the 
"valley of life" which separated Kamena and Makuyu ridges. 
The story begins like an old, frequently repeated legend, as Ngugi 
unfolds the history of these isolated ridges. The geographic position 
of the two ridges symbolize the conflicts and antagonisms which physi¬ 
cally and spiritually separate the Gikuyu people who live on both sides 
of the valley. 
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The protagonist is Waiyaki, the only son of Chege and the last in 
the male blood-line of Mugo, the Gikuyu prophet who had warned his people 
many years before about the coming of the white man and the trouble this 
would bring to their peaceful valley. Before Waiyaki reaches adulthood, 
his father tells him Mugo's last prophecy: 
Salvation shall come from the hills. From the blood line 
that flows in me, I say from the same tree, a son shall 
rise. And his duty shall be to lead and save the people!3 
Then Waiyaki is sent to the mission school to learn the ways of the white 
man. His father cautions him to remain true to the traditions of his 
own people, for only then would he be prepared to unite his people when 
the time came. 
Shortly before he is to graduate, Waiyaki and the rest of the Kameno 
children who refused to denounce male and female circumcision rites and 
other Gikuyu traditions, are barred from the mission school. Waiyaki 
begins a secular school for these children and soon becomes a leading 
force in the community. 
Joshua was one of the area's earliest Christian converts. He totally 
accepted the white man's words, and by necessity, rejected everything 
connected with his "shameful" pre-Christian life. As leader of Makuyu 
and the Christian converts, he dogmatically denounces all native customs, 
and goes so far as to disown his daughter when she runs away to be cir¬ 
cumcised. 
Even though Muthoni considers herself a Christian, she wants to 
be a candidate for this year's circumcision rites because her people 
3james Ngugi, The River Between (London: Heinemann, 1965), p. 24 
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believe that this tradition unites the Gikuyu people with the land. 
They also believe that circumcision makes women truly beautiful and 
turns boys into men. 
Muthoni and Waiyaki become good friends in the few days before 
she dies from an infection which develops after her initiation. Waiyaki 
is filled with sorrow following his friend's death, but he is also deeply 
inspired by Muthoni's firm belief that Christian doctrine and Gikuyu tra¬ 
dition can dwell harmoniously within the same soul. This is one of 
Mgugi's central messages as he develops his plot and characters. 
Another major character and principle antagonist in the ridge con¬ 
flict is Kaboni. He is a former Christian convert, but unlike Joshua, 
Kaboni rejected all of the white man's teachings and returned to his 
people. He becomes leader of the ridge traditionalists and helps to 
organize the Kiama — a group of elders and leaders sworn to preserve 
the traditions and purity of their people. 
Though Kaboni's views are the exact opposite of Joshua's, both 
men represent Ngugi's fanatic characters who become so involved with 
their own beliefs that they lose all sense of perspective. When Muthoni 
dies, neither men show simple human compassion for the beautiful young 
girl. Both Muthoni's father and his enemy are too intent on using her 
death to justify and strenghhen their own position to think of her. 
Ngugi demonstrates his gift for picturing the same scene through 
the eyes of different characters. His message is understood when the 
reader realizes that "the truth" has many shades, for it is usually 
colored by human emotion rather than reason. 
The River Between is also a story of personal tragedy because 
Kaiyaki, who appears to have the power to pull his people together, lets 
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the opportune moment slip past because he myopically views education 
as the sole salvation for his people's problems. Too late he realizes 
his people's growing need for political action: 
Yes. The Kiama was right. People wanted action now. the 
stirrings in the hills were an awakening to the shame and 
humiliation of their condition. . . . Now he knew what he 
would preach if he ever got another chance: education for 
unity. Unity for political freedom.^ 
Ngugu's first novel would be an excellent choice for high school 
students. They could very easily relate their own experiences to the 
problems which Waiyaki and Joshua's oldest daughter Nyambura experience 
when they fall in love, but are held apaft by forces they cannot control. 
The generation gap in The River Between is very similar to the generation 
gap which plagues many of today's teenagers and their parents. 
The language, like the story itself, is simplistic, but very fluid 
and richly figurative. The author delicately guides his readers into 
the core of several of his people's traditional practices and beliefs 
as he weaves what reads like an old Gikuyu legend. At the same time, 
he acquaints his readers with some of the dilemmas facing his people 
today—the true value and purpose of education for the Gikuyu people, 
and the fact that morality is always a relative point of view. 
Weep Not Child 
Ngugi's first prize-winning novel, Weep Not Child, is set in two 
parts with a Kenyan family at its nucleus. The first section takes 
place in the period before the Emergency and the rise of the Mau Mau. 
Older men, such as Ngotho, still waited patiently for a savior to drive 
^Ibid., p. 166 
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away the Europeans who took possession of Gikuyu land while the Africans 
were forced to fight in "the white man's wars." Younger men, such as 
Ngotho's son Boro, sickened by the older generation's passivity, grew 
in bitterness and became determined to get back what was rightfully 
theirs. The second part of the book deals with the Emergency itself 
in the life of Ngotho's family and in the lives of the many people around 
them. 
The general plot of this second novel has more depth than Ngugi's 
first novel, but as in The River Between, the language and character 
development are praiseworthy. 
When the story begins, Ngotho, a proud man with two wives and 
three sons, is living in a home known for being a place of peace. He 
works as overseer of Howland's large farm, which is located on the same 
land which belonged to Ngotho's ancestors, and is content with his life 
until his son Boro shows the old man that he does not respect him. Boro 
feels that Ngotho should refuse to work for Howlands and fight back 
against European treachery. 
This conflict between Boro and Ngotho is symbolic of the generation 
gap which separates so many adults from their children. Ngugi clearly 
sides with Boro, the bitter young man who lost his brother when they 
were forced to fight for England in the Second World War. He believes 
that without action there will be no change. 
Njoroge is Ngotho's youngest son and the most important character. 
Very much like Waiyaki in The River Between, he believes he has a special 
mission in life to bring his family and his people out of the "darkness" 
which shadows their lives, into a brighter tomorrow. Throughout the 
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story, Ngugi used contrasting light and dark to symbolize the mental 
state of this character. When Njoroge is filled with hope, everything 
is bright and sunny. 
Since Jomo Kenyatta had taught his people that "Education is the 
light of Kenya,"5 Njoroge is convinced that he will fulfill his "mission" 
if only he can remain in school. Even his father, who becomes very de¬ 
pressed after his attempts to please Boro ftnd in failure, feels that 
his life will have some meaning if only his youngest son can remain in 
school. The big difference between Njoroge and his father (and this is 
typical of their age difference) is that Njoroge believes education is 
everything in life and Ngotho only looks at education as a means of 
regaining their land, which to him is the real important thing in life. 
Ngugi demonstrated through Howlands' character his ability to 
create three-dimensional characters without regard to race. Howlands 
and Ngotho are similar in some ways, but very different in others. 
Both men «ere disillusioned after the first world war, and both lost 
sons in the second war. They each have a special love for the lands, 
but while Ngotho sees it as a gift from god to his people, Howlands 
feels like a god himself because he had the "power to tame it." 
Unconsciously, Howlands feels close to Ngotho, but he would never 
admit or understand it because the Englishman cannot see that the black 
men working for him are just as human as he is and have many of the 
same problems and needs. Not until the Emergency begins and he 
^James Ngugi, Weep Not Child (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 
1965), p. 43. 
72 
grudgingly accepts the post of District Officer is Howlands forced to 
really consider the African. Even then Howlands only sees him as 
a "savage" Mau Mau revolutionary who has upset his idyllic, private 
world. 
Ngugi believes strongly in the necessity for black unity and shows 
how readily some Europeans used intra-racial conflicts to help defeat 
the black man: 
Mr. Howlands felt a certain gratifying pleasure. The machine 
he had set in motion was working. The blacks were destroy¬ 
ing the blacks. . . . Let them destroy themselves. Let them 
fight against each other. The few who remained would be satis¬ 
fied with the land the white man had preserved for them.^ 
When Chief Jacobo, the wealthy black landowner, helped the English admin¬ 
istrators capture members of the Mau Mau, he was as much an enemy to his 
people as were the English. Without realizing it, he had allowed him¬ 
self to be used by them and he would be the greatest loser. 
When Njoroge's father is killed, Boro is given the death sentence, 
and his two other brothers are imprisoned, the "light" in the young man's 
life is nearly extinguished, and he decides to take his own life. Just 
in time his two mothers, leaving the security of their homes and risking 
imprisonment for breaking curfew, find Njoroge and bring him back home. 
He is no longer filled with biblical or personal illusions. He realizes 
that although the road cut of darkness is a rugged one, there can still 
be a brighter day if one perseveres. 
Ngugi's Weep Not Child, with its variety of true-to-life characters, 
and its inspirational thematic development, will be a valuable book for 
6Ibid., p. 110. 
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high school students and their teachers. There are many reasons why 
this is one of the most popular African novels, but the main reason 
is the book's action-filled plot which keeps the reader in a state of 
expectation and suspense. 
A Grain of Wheat 
Ngugi wrote his third novel while he was a student at the Univer¬ 
sity of Leeds, and although very little time had passed since his first 
two novels were released, A Grain of Wheat reveals that in this short 
period, the young author's literary talent had greatly matured and de¬ 
veloped. The language, thematic structure, and character development 
in this novel are more complex than his earliest works, and demonstrate 
Ngugi's attempts to follow the revolutionary path he believed all Afri¬ 
can writers had a duty to travel: 
It is not enough for the African artist, standing aloof, 
to view society and highlight its weaknesses. . . . All over 
the world the exploited majority, from the Americas, across 
Africa and the Middle East, to the outer edges of Asia, is 
claiming its own. The artist in his writings is not outside 
the battle. By diving into its sources, he can give moral 
direction and vision to a struggle which, though suffering 
temporary reaction, is continuous and is changing the face 
of the twentieth century.7 
Ngugi tried to use this novel to teach his people and the rest of 
the world that there had been a meaningful rationale for the Mau Mau, 
and no matter how much violence preceded uhuru. ('freedom' in Swahili), 
it was an unfortunate necessity, and without it there would have been 
no independence. 
The primary setting is Thabai, a large Kenyan village not too far 
from Nairobi, a few days before the 1963 uhuru celebration; but the setting 
7james Ngugi, Homecoming (New York: Lawrence Hill, 1973), pp. 65-66 
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changes several times and we are taken into the days long before inde¬ 
pendence when the seeds of discontent and injustice were beginning to 
develop into a revolutionary struggle which lasted for years. 
Ngugi's basic structural technique was to take many seemingly dis¬ 
cordant threads (several different members of the Thabai community) and 
weave them into a composite picture of human life effected by a revo¬ 
lutionary struggle for independence. Teachers using this novel with 
high school students should prepare them for this style of writing be¬ 
cause some students may feel frustrated when so many different threads 
are introduced before the reader knows how they will eventually fit 
together. If they have previously studied works by Joseph Conrad this 
style of writing should not present a problem for Ngugi's technique 
was influenced by Conrad.8 
In one sense the entire village is the novel's main character, 
but through their thoughts of the past and the present several three- 
dimensional characters stand out as the plot unfolds. 
Kihika, a young revolutionary leader who was killed during the 
Emergency, is the most important character, because in one way or another 
his life or his death affected each member of Thabai village. His cha¬ 
racter was Ngugi's most complicated and successful task, for within it 
we find both a very judicious, religious-inspired activist, cast in 
a Christ-like mold, and a cold-blooded murderer and Mau Mau terrorist. 
To the natives, Kihika is a village hero and is to be honored along with 
8see Peter Nazareth, "Is A Grain of Wheat a Socialist Novel?," 
in Literature and Society in Modern Africa (Nairobi: East African 
Literature Bureau, 1972), pp. 128-154 for a discussion of this point. 
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Jorao Kenyatta during the uhuru celebrations. To the members of the 
former colonial regime, such as District Officer John Thompson, Kihika 
and all of the other members of the Mau Mau were violent savages who had 
to be stopped at all costs. He cannot understand how they came to threat¬ 
en the way of life he knew to be correct; or how he himself had changed 
from the liberal who came to Africa wanting to help create "one British 
nation, embracing peoples of all colours and creeds, based on the just 
proposition that all men were created equal,"9 to the man held responsible 
for eleven people being beaten to death in the detention camp which had 
been in his charge. 
Kihika's sister Mumbi, and two of his old friends, Karanja and 
Gikonyo, are unwilling members of a love triangle. They are all deeply 
hurt by the British counterattack labeled "the Emergency," but Karanja 
is the greatest victim for he chose to fight on the side of the white 
man whose power he considered omnipotent. While former friends suffered 
in detention camps or plotted revolutionary counter-attacks from fofest 
retreats, Karanja became the white man's henchman, glorifying in the 
temporary power it brought him. 
Ngugi obviously sympathized with the Mau Mau and frequently allowed 
Kihika to voice the author's philosophy, yet Karanja's character was 
portrayed with sympathy and insight. Karanja, a black man longing to 
be white, was just one more victim of colonialism and the product of 
very subtle brain-washing. The author condemned no one, not even mem¬ 
bers of the colonial government or traitors to the cause, for he believed 
9James Ngugi, A Grain of Wheat (London: Heinemann Educational 
Books, 1967), p. 62. 
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that every man follows the path in life that seems correct to him, and 
each person must accept the consequences of his actions. 
Unfortunately, Ngugi saw a very pessimistic consequence for Kenya 
as uhuru approached—white faces in high places were changed to black 
faces and the lives of the masses remained very much the same. 
A Grain of Wheat is an excellent novel which will provide teachers 
with several possible avenues of learning. The basic structure of the 
novel is more difficult than the average novel read by high school stu¬ 
dents, but if properly prepared, they will enjoy the suspensful, puzzle¬ 
like plot. The men and women of Thabai have a common bond for together 
they have lived through the long struggle for Kenyan independence. Each 
person has his own scars and must learn to live with them. Students 
will understand that some "scars" left after a revolution are not always 
apparent to the human eye. Ngugi's characters were so true-to-life 
that mature young readers will leave the novel with a better understand¬ 
ing of human nature and the many different types of people that can be 
found in one small village. They will also understand why so many people 
turned to violence to attain their freedom and dignity. 
A Grain of Wheat is similar to A River Between because it shows 
that morality is always relative. Whether Kihika is seen as a great 
Christian hero or a violent Mau Mau terrorist is determined by the feel¬ 
ings the individual has about uhuru. and which side of the revolution 
he chooses to support. Ngugi considers Kihika a hero, but the author 
makes it clear that even his own opinion is relative. In all respects, 
this is an excellent novel 
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